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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION
Schisms and Boundaries:
Islamic Organizations and Sectarianism between South Asia and Spain
by
Guillermo Martín-Sáiz
Doctor of Philosophy in Anthropology
Washington University in St. Louis, 2020
Professor John R. Bowen, Chair
Since the September 11 attacks, numerous researchers—from security experts and political
scientists to sociologists and anthropologists—have discussed how Islamic organizations
establish within mosques across Europe and spread sectarianism among Muslims in the
region. While these researchers have provided valuable insights, the dynamics that
characterize the relationship between these mosques and organizations and the resulting
sectarianism seem far from self-explanatory and remain rather unclear.

This dissertation focuses on how the intersections between global and local phenomena—the
so-called War on Terror and Clash of Civilizations on the one hand, and urban
transformations and gentrification on the other—shape support for—and opposition to—
Islamic organizations among Muslims across Europe. To that end, I draw upon my
ethnographic fieldwork in the Raval neighborhood of Barcelona, where such intersections are
particularly recent, even ongoing, and where studying them as they happen provides unique
opportunities for analysis.

Throughout this dissertation, I develop a series of arguments. First, I suggest that such
intersections inform the ways in which Islamic organizations navigate the resulting
vi

circumstances—from pervasive suspicions and rumors to the increase in housing prices and
multicultural policies in the neighborhood. In this manner, I suggest that support for—and
opposition to—such organizations as well as the sectarianism stemming from it constitute—
or at least depend upon—the responses to—and the outcome of—such circumstances.

Moreover, this dissertation focuses on the ways in which Islamic organizations seek support
not only within mosques but also across settings such as homes, workplaces, and streets,
since all of these venues are, of course, equally common areas of social interaction. To that
end, I draw upon my ethnographic fieldwork accompanying research participants—male
Pakistani and Bangladeshi labor migrants who pursue proselytizing for such organizations
(referred to as dawah)—across such settings.

Thus, I next suggest that interactions between research participants and their countrymen
across homes, workplaces, and streets reveal that these countrymen simultaneously support—
or oppose—different (even competing) organizations, and therefore, that the assessment of
sectarianism varies depending upon the settings where one focuses. For example, while
mosques secure the boundaries of support to organizations, these boundaries often dilute
outside of these settings.
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“And, instead of creating difference, we need to draw boundaries around common
human experiences and, above all, around common social and political structures,
situating Muslims squarely within the complex world of opportunities and
constraints, motivations, and tastes they share with everyone else.”

Barbara D. Metcalf (1995:964)

“For truth has no intrinsic capacity to prevail, and scientific discourse is itself
caught up in the power relations that it uncovers.”

Pierre Bourdieu (1993:VII)
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Chapter One: Introduction
On the afternoon of September 11, 2001, my parents, siblings, and I were watching the news
on the television while having lunch in the living room at home in the suburbs of Barcelona,
Spain. The New York City correspondent was reporting on the mysterious crash of a
commercial airplane into the south tower of the World Trade Center in Downtown
Manhattan. The tower was on fire and resembled a huge smoking chimney. The details
concerning casualties were still unknown, but numerous policemen and firefighters were
evacuating the tower as quickly as they could.

Several minutes later, while still having lunch, we witnessed the crash of another commercial
airplane into the north tower on live television. It produced a tremendous explosion that
startled the correspondent and those around him, who threw up their hands disconcerted by
the scene. In fact, even we threw up our hands in disbelief, since the scene looked more like a
Hollywood blockbuster than something that was happening at that very moment. The most
incredible scene was yet to come.

While we were having coffee, the north tower collapsed like a house of cards. Shortly
thereafter, the south tower collapsed in a similar manner. Overwhelmed by the situation,
numerous policemen and firefighters searched desperately for survivors in the midst of the
endless piles of debris. A gigantic ash cloud had extended from the ground to the sky across
Downtown Manhattan and the Hudson River. This was definitely not a Hollywood
blockbuster, but a tragedy that claimed several thousand casualties among the dead and
wounded.
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My family and I sat in front of the television the rest of the afternoon, the entire evening, and
into the night. We heard investigators pointing to Al-Qaida—the organization that would
subsequently claim responsibility for the attacks. This was how, from that very night, the rest
of the world turned its gaze towards the Muslim world, and specifically, toward the remote
mountains of Afghanistan and Pakistan, where the heads of Al-Qaidaand their accomplices
hid—from Saudi businessman and millionaire Osama bin Laden to the Egyptian doctor
Ayman al-Zawahiri and the so-called Taliban.

During the months that followed, we heard these names and numerous terms hitherto
unknown to us: the so-called War on Terror and the Clash of Civilizations,1 which in a
sudden and tragic manner created strife between the so-called West and Orient—a
geographical euphemism for referring to the Muslim world. For a teenager in the suburbs of
Barcelona, protected in a bubble of comfort and innocence like I was, understanding these
terms and interrogating the reasons for such conflicts was fascinating and challenging at the
same time.

While attending college in the city in the years that followed, all of the events and
circumstances surrounding the tragic events of 9-11 informed my decisions when I enrolled
in courses in pursuit of an undergraduate degrees in humanities—with a specialty in modern
and contemporary history—and social anthropology. Eventually I would obtain my master’s
degree in social anthropology. Through my interactions with my undergraduate and master’s
advisor, I realized that beyond its geographical euphemism, the Muslim world did not have
borders. In fact, the presence of mosques and those who frequented them, such as Pakistani
male labor migrants, made it clear that the Muslim world was also present in Barcelona.
Samuel P. Huntington developed the thesis on what he referred to as the Clash of Civilizations in various
articles throughout the 1990s and that informed his famous book The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking
of World Order (1996).
1

2

*

*

*

In the time since receiving my master’s degree and moving to the United States to pursue my
doctorate in anthropology, numerous researchers—from security experts and political
scientists to sociologists and anthropologists—have discussed how Islamic organizations
establish withinmosques across Europe and spread sectarianism among Muslims in the
region.2 While these researchers have provided valuable insights, the dynamics that
characterize the relationship between these mosques and organizations and the resulting
sectarianism seem far from self-explanatory and remain rather unclear.

This dissertation focuses on how the intersections between global and local phenomena—the
so-called War on Terror and Clash of Civilizations on the one hand, and urban
transformations and gentrification on the other—shape support for—and opposition to—
Islamic organizations among Muslims in the region. To that end, I draw upon my
ethnographic fieldwork in the Raval neighborhood of Barcelona, where such intersections are
particularly recent, even ongoing, and where studying them as they happen provides unique
opportunities for analysis.

Throughout this dissertation, I develop a series of arguments that I would like to introduce
here to help the readers make sense of the chapters that follow. First, I suggest that such
intersections inform the ways in which Islamic organizations navigate the resulting
circumstances—from pervasive suspicions and rumors to the increase in housing prices and
multicultural policies in the neighborhood. In this manner, I suggest that support for—and

2

See for example Peter and Ortega et al. (2014) and Maréchal, Allievi, Dassetto and Nielsen et al. (2003).
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opposition to—such organizations and the sectarianism stemming from it constitute—or at
least depend upon—the responses to—and the outcome of—such circumstances.

Moreover, this dissertation focuses on the ways in which Islamic organizations seek support
not only within mosques but also across settings such as homes, workplaces, and streets,
since all of these venues are, of course, equally common areas of social interaction. To that
end, I draw upon my ethnographic fieldwork accompanying research participants—male
Pakistani and Bangladeshi labor migrants who pursue proselytizing for such organizations
(referred to as dawah)—across such settings.

Thus, I next suggest that interactions between research participants and their countrymen
across homes, workplaces, and streets reveal that these countrymen simultaneously support—
or oppose—different (even competing) organizations, and therefore, that the assessment
sectarianism varies depending upon where one focuses. For example, while mosques secure
the boundaries of support to organizations, these boundaries often dilute outside of these
settings.

*

*

*

While writing this dissertation, I thought of several literatures to situate my arguments, and
therefore, in addition to helping the readers make sense of the chapters that follow, participate
in the numerous debates that these literatures have generated. Of course, religious studies and
Islamic studies seemed an obvious starting point, and I draw upon them extensively. After all,
these areas of study have been of interest to me since I was a teenager living in the suburbs of
Barcelona.

4

However, I also thought of situating my arguments within the broader literature to participate
in broader debates. The reason was not simply to persuade the readers of the importance of
the beliefs in superior entities that we refer to as gods, and of the desires to prosper by
moving internationally, such as in the case of participants in my research. The reason was
rather to persuade the readers that the analysis of the phenomena surrounding these beliefs
and desires could contribute to an understanding of the functioning mechanisms of human
societies.

In this regard, I realized that the ways in which Islamic organizations spread sectarianism
within and through mosques resembled the ways in which the Chicago School of Sociology
discussed the mechanisms through which human ecologies shape competition within and
between communities.3 Similarly, I realized that Gregory Bateson discussed these same
issues, which he referred to as the mechanisms of symmetric schismogenesis (‘symmetric
creation of separation’).4 These terms seemed to closely reflect what I witnessed during my
fieldwork.

In his famous book Naven, on the Iatmul people of the colonial Territory of Papua (now
Papua New Guinea), Bateson (1958) described the ways in which, to the boasting of some
members of the community, other members responded by also boasting, something that
turned them into categorical equals and shaped competition between them. Bateson explained
that this happened especially between men belonging to different patrilineages and that rather
than renewing their ties by marrying each other’s women, weakened these ties by engaging in
such competition.
See for example Bulmer (1984) and Kurtz (1984).
Bateson developed this concept in numerous essays, some of which are included in his famous books Naven
(1958) and Steps to an Ecology of Mind.
3
4

5

This was precisely what Bateson meant by symmetric schismogenesis and suggested that in
order to prevent the fragmentation of the community, its members participated in reparatory
rites. The example par excellence of these rites was the so-called Naven, which consisted of
large community gatherings where men dressed up inverting gender norms and showing
reciprocal submissiveness while marching through several villages playing drums, dancing,
and chanting.

In the present case, I also found symmetric schismogenesis—understood as the establishment
of local mosques—but rather than reparatory rites, I found that the resulting sectarianism
proved critical for the reproduction of the local Muslim community—understood as the
flourishing or the multiplication of local mosques.

*

*

*

While thinking through these issues, I realized that they resembled the ways in which the
Manchester School of Anthropology discussed the mechanisms through which interactions
and competition within and between communities turn social conflict into the engine of social
reproduction.5 Specifically, I realized that Victor Turner—one of the most prominent
representatives of this school—discussed these issues by referring to them as social drama.
These terms seemed equally relevant to refer to what I witnessed during my fieldwork.6

In his famous book Schism and Continuity based on fieldwork among the Ndembu people of
colonial Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia), Turner (1968) described the ways in which, in a
See for example Evens and Handelman et al. (2006) and Werbner (1984).
Turner was a prominent member of the Manchester School of Anthropology and discussed this concept in
books and articles such as Schism and Continuity (1968) and “Social Dramas and Stories about Them” (1980).
5
6

6

community of matrilineages such as this one, marriages produced struggles between
husbands and brothers-in-law for the headmanship of the household. Specifically, he
explained that such struggles, which produced twofold loyalties among the women of the
household, concerned with the control of landholdings, land-use, and labor force, including
children.

Of course, Turner pointed to the politically integrative function of ritual, that is, to the
possibility of pursuing reparatory rites to prevent undesired outcomes—from never-ending
struggles to the fragmentation of the community. However, he simultaneously pointed to the
ways in which struggles for the headmanship of the household, which normally produced
divisions and conflict—what he referred to as social drama—were pivotal for the community,
which in that manner, reproduced and endured.

In addition to the performative dimension of Bateson’s symmetric schismogenesis, Turner’s
social drama constitutes an excellent way to explain sectarianism within and through
mosques in the present case, and specifically, its dynamics and outcomes. In fact, beyond
moral assessments and features such as violence, which in the era of the War on Terror and
Clash of Civilizations researchers normally underline, social drama is a particularly accurate
way to explain sectarianism.

Of course, the environments within which—and the phenomena for which—Bateson and
Turner used symmetric schismogenesis and social drama, respectively, were very different
from sectarianism within and through mosques in the present case. However, if like many
others, they sought an understanding of the functioning mechanisms of human societies

7

across environments and phenomena that were themselves very different, I sought precisely
the same. I would like to suggest that this was my challenge rather than a personal ambition.

While thinking of these issues, I realized that whether intentionally or not, the way in which
Bateson, Turner and I tried to make sense of the world around us resembled the way in which
research participants tried to make sense of the world around, including sectarianism. For
example, research participants usually established analogies between Islamic sources and
their world to explain their circumstances—behold the first step to deal with my challenge; I
made analogies myself.

*

*

*

Either way, in addition to the performative dimension of Bateson’s symmetric
schismogenesis and Turner’s social drama, I realized that I needed terms and analogies to
explain how research participants engaged in proselytizing for Islamic organizations through
their interactions with their countrymen across environments such as homes, workplaces, and
streets. Similarly, I needed terms and analogies to explain the outcomes of such interactions.

In this regard, like I mentioned, the assessment of support to Islamic organizations and the
sectarianism stemming from it varies depending upon the environments in which one focuses.
In other words, mosques secure the boundaries of such support, but environments pertaining
to homes, workplaces, and streets dilute them.

In the social sciences, the studies of ethnicities and nationalities are some of the most prolific
fields focusing on boundary-making, boundary-remaking and boundary-trespassing. In the
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beginning, these studies developed in the United States to discuss these issues in relation to
Native and Black Americans, but shortly thereafter, and over time, these studies gave rise to
pathbreaking global comparative research.7 Without any doubt, Fredrik Barth is one of the
most prominent representatives of this research, which I draw upon in the present case.

In his famous introduction to the volume Ethnic Groups and Boundaries, Barth (1998) argues
that ethnic groups from across the globe negotiate and establish their identities and the
boundaries between them through their regular interactions with others. In this manner, like
many other contributors to the volume, he argues that these identities and boundaries—
simultaneously ascriptive or inclusive and exclusive—do not preexist such interactions but
rather depend upon them, and therefore, are dynamic and subject to regular change.

Moreover, Barth notes that members of groups trespass their boundaries through marriage,
political, and economic ties to become members of other groups, which demonstrates the
porosity of such boundaries. In other words, this leads him to point the coexistence of
multiple identities regardless of apparent contradictions. This is something that I am myself
an example of since I grew up in a Castilian family in the suburbs of Barcelona while
speaking Spanish at home and Catalan in school.8 In the end, like the writer suggested,
‘things are not quite so simple as black and white.’9

Of course, studies of ethnicities and nationalities are seemingly different from research aimed
at understanding factors surrounding the support to Islamic organizations and the
sectarianism stemming from it. Indeed, these areas of study generally constitute different
See for example Cashmore (2004) and Hu-DeHart (1993).
Despite this the case among the large majority of people in Barcelona and the surrounding towns and suburbs,
which sum more than half of the total population of Catalonia, public, political and media discourses continue to
emphasize the divide between the so-called Catalan and Castilian.
9
Quote attributed to Doris Lessing.
7
8

9

literatures. However, Barth’s views on boundary-making, boundary-remaking, and boundarytrespassing provide particularly useful terms to explain such support and sectarianism across
environments such as homes, workplaces and streets, and specifically, the particularly
heterogeneous universe that such environments reveal—behold the second step to deal with
my challenge: further analogies.

*

*

*

Until this point, I have situated my arguments within studies of schisms and boundaries,
which in the present case, are key for participating in debates regarding the functioning
mechanisms of human societies. From this point, let me refer to religious and Islamic studies
and specifically to the discussions stemming from them in Europe. In addition to providing
nuance, these discussions help me introduce the methodologies that I pursued to collect and
manage data during my fieldwork over a total of eighteen months between May 2015 and
June 2019.

As I previously mentioned, numerous researchers—from security experts and political
scientists to sociologists and anthropologists—have discussed how mosques provide Islamic
organizations with opportunities to spread and, by extension, spread sectarianism across
Europe. While such researchers have provided valuable insights, these insights normally refer
to governmental and civil responses to these issues rather than to what Muslims themselves
have to say about them. Thus, my own graduate advisor and some of his colleagues have
emphasized the need to recognize Muslims as active interlocutors, and therefore, obtain and
understand their views too.10

10

See for example Bowen (2009), Fernando (2014), Jouili (2015) and Özyürek (2014).
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In the present case, I contacted those who frequented mosques and supported Islamic
organizations and, through our regular conversations in Spanish and English, I gained their
trust over time. Given the circumstances, the use of voice recorders seemed risky since they
were generally seen as elements of espionage stories and conspiracy theories. Thus, I opted to
use my field diary to take notes and then transcribed them on my laptop to better maintain
and secure trust. While this required extra effort and special attention, it turned me into a
more disciplined ethnographer than I was initially.

Moreover, some of my own colleagues have emphasized the need to not only recognize
Muslims as active interlocutors, but also recognize them as such across environments such as
homes, workplaces, and streets—something that seems evident but is often overlooked.11 As
such, I accompanied my research participants as they engaged in proselytizing efforts through
their interactions with countrymen in Urdu and Bengali across such environments and took
notes on these interactions.

A lot of this fieldwork involved walking from place to place in the neighborhood—mosques,
homes, workplaces, and streets—with my research participants and their countrymen, who
also became research participants, and shared their memories and everyday life stories with
me. Thus, walking revealed a broader perspective of the reasons why global and local
phenomena—the War on Terror and Clash of Civilizations on the one hand and urban
transformations and gentrification on the other—intersected in the neighborhood of Raval
like in very few places in Europe.

That said, rather than claiming the singularity and specificity of this site, my intention with
this dissertation is to provide a case study with the hope of shedding light on some of the
11

See for example Alyanak, Ayuandini, Martín-Sáiz and Crossland Marr (2018).
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issues and problématique that others deal with in different contexts. In this regard, I am not
simply thinking of other contexts across Europe, but across the entire globe, where local and
global phenomena discussed above may intersect in similar ways, and where discussions on
schisms and boundaries may also apply. I hope I succeeded.

*

*

*

Of course, regions such as South Asia—where my Pakistani and Bangladeshi research
participants and the Islamic organizations that they support, or respond to, come from—
constitute major stages for religious and Islamic studies. However, if the Muslim world has
no geographical borders, then Europe is also part of it. Therefore, like my research
participants do by sharing their memories and everyday life stories, religious and Islamic
studies must overcome the distance between the two regions. To that end, I structure this
dissertation as follows.

Part one consists of four chapters to introduce the site and the problématique in perspective.
In Chapter Two I meet Mudassar, a Pakistani man who, while walking in Raval, tells me how
the growth and development of Barcelona turned the neighborhood of Raval into the margins
of the city and became the home of Bangladeshis and Pakistanis like him. In Chapter Three I
meet Ihthiraam, another Pakistani man who, while sitting at the Tariq ibn Ziyad mosque of
Raval, tells me how those who frequented this mosque, Bangladeshis and Pakistanis like him,
went unnoticed from the rest of the city.

In Chapter Four, Mudassar and I walk again in Raval to understand how, with Barcelona
transformed into a touristic destination, numerous reformation projects turned Raval into an
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integral part of the city center and made the remains of the old neighborhood particularly
visible and problematic. Following this, in Chapter Five, Ihthiraam and I sit again at the Tariq
ibn Ziyad mosque of Raval to understand how, with the War on Terror and Clash of
Civilizations bursting onto the scene, the new status of the neighborhood impacted the
mosque and the other Bangladeshis and Pakistanis who frequented it.

This was precisely how the suspicions surrounding Tariq ibn Ziyad and the Tablighi Jamaat
—the organization suspected of operating within the mosque—produced tensions among
those who frequented it. As they sought support from rival organizations—from Dawat-e
Islami to Minhaj ul-Quran—they established their own spaces to overcome suspicions. Thus,
in Chapter Six and Chapter Seven I seek to understand the rationales of such organizations
and the rivalries between them, which exceeds the boundaries of Raval, and takes me far
from the neighborhood, to South Asia, where they originated.

I return to Raval in the four chapters that make up Part Three. In Chapter EightI meet
Pakistani representatives of the rest of mosques established in Raval after Tariq ibn Ziyad to
sit with them and discuss how the organizations supporting them —Dawat-e Islami and
Minhaj ul-Quran—operate in the neighborhood. In Chapter NineI discuss the ways in which
some Bangladeshis introduced a national component through their own organizations—such
as Darul Hadis Latifiah—to oppose those they identify with the Pakistanis. In this regard, I
introduce several vignettes from my stay in Bangladesh to understand the importance of this
national component for some.

Throughout these chapters, I pay special attention to the ways in which bodily and discursive
manners are particularly important when the Pakistanis and Bangladeshis who pursue
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proselytizing for such organizations across homes, workplaces, and streets. Thus, in Chapter
Ten and Chapter Eleven, I explore the multiple ways in which the countrymen they interact
with perceive these manners to support—or oppose—different (even competing)
organizations at the same time. Ultimately, in Chapter Twelve, I conclude by returning to the
debates mentioned in this introduction and referring to the findings of my research to point
potential fieldwork developments in the near future. That said, let me start from the beginning
of the story.

14

PART ONE
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Prelude: The City
On a sunny afternoon in May 2015, Barcelona was beautiful. In fact, the city was the best
place on earth to be, not because it was but because I could not think of anywhere better to
be. In addition, May was one of the best times of the year to be there, when the sky is
normally painted with an intense blue, and as was the case that afternoon, with several bright,
white clouds. As I walked through Balmes Street surrounded by traffic, noise and pedestrians,
I could feel a warm breeze that made that one of the best moments to start my fieldwork.

I had made an appointment with Mudassar, a Pakistani man in his sixties who moved to
Barcelona in 1983. According to my undergraduate and master’s advisor, Mudassar knew
everything I needed to know about the city—from past memories to the everyday life stories
of the present. Walking a few minutes, I arrived at the central University Square, with the old
building of the University of Barcelona at the head of this busy space, cars passing in
different directions, and the wide rectangular space students, skateboarders, and pedestrians
in the middle.

Mudassar was sitting on a bench in one of the corners of the square. He had a long hoary
beard and wore a beige kurta pajama, a white topi,0 and black sandals. We recognized each
other immediately from afar, so I walked towards him, crossing the square at a diagonal,
dodging the pedestrians that walked in different directions. In a few seconds, I was sitting on
the bench right next to him, we shook hands spontaneously, and pronounced the protocolary:
‘assalam alaykum (‘peace be upon you’) – walaykum assalam’ (‘peace be upon you [too]’).

Kurta is a cotton long loose collarless shirt; pajama is cotton trousers, and topi is a short, rounded cap. These
garments are particularly common in South Asia and among South Asians across the globe, the topi specifically
among Muslims.
0
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Switching to Spanish, I introduced myself by telling him that I was originally from Barcelona
but that in the absence of scholarships, I had moved to the United States to pursue my
doctorate in anthropology, which I described as ‘the study of places and their peoples.’ While
he listened, I told him that in my case, I was interested in Raval—the central, densely
populated neighborhood that started right where we were, going up to the promenade of the
port and sharing borders with the Gothic Quarter on one side and the Sant Antoni district on
the other—and its residents, many of whom were Bangladeshis and Pakistanis like him.

Figure 1. Barcelona and Raval

Nodding while saying ‘mashallah’ (‘God has willed’), Mudassar mentioned that he was not
sure how to help me. I responded that in his case, the best way to help me was by sharing his
memories and the vicissitudes of his life in Raval, the everyday life stories that are not in
history books and that go unnoticed for outsiders like me. I explained further that one of the
most important differences between historians and anthropologists like me is that
anthropologists spend most of their time talking to people like him.
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Letting out a slow sigh, I could see a certain glint in his eyes. He confessed to remember a lot
of stories, but that he was not sure how and where to start. Thus, I suggested standing and
taking a walk. He agreed, so in a few steps we approached the corner with Sant Antoni
Boulevard, passing the Teatre Goya and the pharmacy in front of it, and then making a left
through Joaquín Costa Street. I suggested that he was the best possible guide, to which he
responded that he had lived since he moved to the city 1983. Thoughtfully, he mentioned the
reasons that made that street special.

*

*

*

First and foremost, he pointed to the numerous trendy businesses, from vegan restaurants to
organic vegetable stores, from tattoo studios and hair saloons to record shops and fashion
stores. In that manner, the older residents—which included everyone from Spaniards to
Bangladeshis and Pakistanis—interacted nowadays with newer residents and pedestrians. In a
somewhat sarcastic tone, he referred to these newcomers and pedestrians as trendy European
and American youngsters following particularly interesting habits and fashion: ‘totally
uninteresting; they wear the same haircuts, sunglasses, and sneakers.’

Moreover, he pointed to the numerous old buildings, of four- to five-storey with plastered,
painted, and chipped walls covered in grime and exterior wooden, rolling blinds that from the
top of windows and over the small, rusted iron balconies. In a narrow, densely populated
street like that one, keeping these rolling blinds in this manner was the only way for residents
to for maintain their privacy, hiding from others whatever they had and did within the small
living-rooms and bedrooms of their apartments.
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Figure 2. Buildings in Raval

Passing by the Rosa de Foc bookstore, he mentioned that he enjoyed spending time there,
standing in front of the showcases, looking at the books on display. He especially enjoyed the
ones about history, and he would occasionally enter the store to leaf through them and even
buy one. Smiling while giving me a pat on the back, he mentioned that he could have been
both a historian and an anthropologist, unlike me, who was just an anthropologist. In the end,
he enjoyed history books, but at the same time, he liked spending part of his time talking to
people like me.

For him, there were several reasons why the neighborhood was special: the most evident was
that, like in the case of Joaquín Costa Street, its current façade was simultaneously trendy and
grimy. To understand the reasons for this juxtaposition, my homework required pouring over
the history of Barcelona and the neighborhood of Raval, but also taking afternoon walks with
him to listen to his everyday life stories in the days, weeks, and months that followed.
19

Following this, he would make sure that I wrote them well enough to subsequently send them
off to an editor to publish as a book and share the benefits.

Figure 3. Bookstore La Rosa de Foc
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Chapter Two:The Margins
In this chapter, Mudassar shares his memories with me as we walk throughout
Raval. We explore how the growth and development of Barcelona turned this
neighborhood into the margins of the city and became the home of Bangladeshis
and Pakistanis like him.

In his famous book In Search of Respect, Philippe Bourgois (1996) suggests that the growth
and development of cities normally give rise to the organization and the political economy of
urban spaces, and therefore, to the marginalization of specific neighborhoods and the
stigmatization of their residents. In addition, he suggests that these processes normally
reproduce themselves through several generations of residents in such neighborhoods that
remain trapped in a spiral, incapable of finding a way out, and incapable of overcoming their
own tragic fate.

Throughout the book, Bourgois explains that towards the end of the 1800s, the marshlands on
the northeast of the Manhattan Island served the New York City Hall to settle Irish migrants
in search of jobs in the city. With the turn of the century, this very area provided the many
Italian migrants that worked in the construction of the Lexington Avenue subway with
relatively low housing prices. Rapidly, the labor and financial precarity of older and newer
residents gave rise to an informal economy controlled by gangs and marked by poverty and
violence, that is, East Harlem.
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For Bourgois, when the first wave of Puerto Rican and Dominican migrants arrived in the
city in the mid-1900s, the neighborhood seemed like the only affordable place for them. For a
few years, their bodegas and botánicas0 brought a breath of fresh air, but the preexisting
violence, embedded in the interactions between older and newer residents and in their
strategies for survival, trapped them in a spiral of self-destruction. In this regard, drug
trafficking, procuring, and prostitution throughout the 1970s and the 1980s constituted
particularly clear examples.

To a large extent, and in many specific ways, this story resembled that of hundreds of
thousands of cities and neighborhoods across the globe, including the city of Barcelona and
the neighborhood of Raval, whose current façade, simultaneously trendy and grimy, overlays
multiple layers of a longstanding marginalization and stigmatization. Of course, a rigorous
and detailed description of each of these layers would require an entire monograph but let me
refer to them in this chapter to begin to explain the forces underlying my fieldwork, which for
better or worse, would condition my findings as well.

*

*

*

In this case, the story begins over two thousand years ago, when the Iberian Barkeno emerged
on the top of Mount Taber and shortly after, when the Roman Barcino emerged on top of it.
The residents of these settlements developed a walled perimeter to protect themselves from
their enemies, such as the Carthaginians. This perimeter bordered the slope of a higher mount
that late Roman residents named Tibidabo on the west, the port and the Mare

Bodegas refers to canteens and botánicas to stores selling various products, from medicinal herbs to religious
goods.
0
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Nostrum(Mediterranean Sea) on the east, farmlands on the north, and uncultivable
marshlands full of vermin and mosquitoes on the south.0

Figure 4. Roman Barcino

When the Roman Barcino became the prosperous medieval city of Barcelona, a regional
center for commerce, its residents developed new neighborhoods and expanded the walled
perimeter towards Mount Tibidabo on the west and the former farmlands on the north. This
time, such a perimeter served residents to relegate the hospitals and asylums to the
uncultivable marshlands to the south, by then already known as arrabal (a pejorative Spanish
term for outskirts), where typhus, malaria, leprosy, and other diseases became the main
predators of undesirable strangers.0

With the rise of the prosperous modern city, commerce reached historical peaks and along
with the members of an emerging bourgeoisie, new residents coming from the surrounding
0
0

On the Roman Barcino, see Beltrán de Heredia Bercero (2013) and Busquets (2004).
On medieval Barcelona, see Busquets (2004) and Klein (2006).
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towns and villages developed new extramural neighborhoods to establish themselves and
their businesses. In this manner, this process relegated new residents with fewer resources
and no possibility of running their own businesses in the so-called arrabal, where the levels
of insalubrity remained particularly high and continued wreaking havoc among the residents.0

While the absolutist monarchy and the ancient regime prevented the economic development
of Spain, the interests of a consolidated bourgeoisie turned Barcelona (and some of the
surrounding towns and villages) into the center of the country’s industrial revolution.0 Of all
the possible locations for establishing factories in the city (for the most part textile factories
operating through the use of steam engines), the best was the arrabal, where the value of land
was especially low, and the labor and financial precarity of its residents turned them into a
particularly cheap workforce.0

Towards the latter part of the 1800s, these factories provided their owners, money lenders,
and merchants with sufficient funding to commission architect Ildefons Cerdà to design the
contemporary city, and the so-called Eixample, which connected extramural neighborhoods
through wide streets and blocks with their own courtyards.0 While this produced a significant
improvement in the living conditions in the city, creating much more sunlight and much
cleaner air, the levels of insalubrity in the arrabal—by then known already as Raval—
remained especially high.

In 1883, La Vanguardia (‘The Vanguard’), the bourgeois newspaper par excellence portrayed
the situation in Raval in a remarkably graphic manner:
On the rise of post-medieval, modern Barcelona, see Galofré (1992) and Roig (1995).
On the industrial revolution in Barcelona see Fontana (2014) and Roig (1995).
0
On the industrial revolution in Raval see Aisa and Vidal (2006) and Ayala (1987).
0
On the design of the Eixample and the bourgeoise Barcelona, see Aibar and Bijker (1997) and Artola (1974).
0
0
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“Highly foul vapors infest the atmosphere of the streets and vitiate that of homes,
becoming a real cause of discomfort for their dwellers, even when their balconies
and windows remain closed, as vapors enter through pipes vomiting pestilent
waters that invade the bedrooms of their inhabitants.”0

*

*

*

With the turn of the century, hundreds, even thousands of kilometers away, a set of
independent but interrelated events and phenomena turned Barcelona into the Rosa de Foc,
that is, like the name of the bookstore in Joaquín Costa Street reminded, into the ‘rose of
fire’, a condition that seemed as poetic as it seemed tragic. Of all its neighborhoods, Raval
was without any doubt the one that best represented such a condition, and its residents, fed up
with labor and financial exploitation and precarity and with the insalubrity of the
neighborhood, made sure that it was so. Let me explain several of the reasons why.

Everything started in early July 1909 with the monarchy and the central government reaching
an agreement with tribesmen in the northern coast of Morocco to exploit the mines of iron
and lead recently discovered in the region. When other tribesmen opposed, a set of violent
clashes with the Spanish Army, in charge of protecting the mines, unleashed a war in the
region. To secure victory, the central government summoned the reservists stationed in
Barcelona, many of which were members of the bourgeoise, and wealthy enough to hire
substitutes. However, many others were residents in Raval unable to pay that price.0

0
0

La Vanguardia, March 19, 1883.
On these events, see Martín Corrales et al. (2011) and Moliner Prada et al. (2009).
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In this situation, the rise of left wing and far left movements across Europe provided the
terms for an anti-militaristic and anti-colonial struggle that turned the members of the city’s
bourgeoisie and their interests into the main targets. In this regard, the far left represented by
Solidaritat Obrera (‘Worker’s Solidarity’, an anarchist labor federation founded at that time)
proved particularly successful and popular among residents in Raval, prompting them to
struggle for their rights, including the freedom of assembly, and the organization of strikes in
the neighborhood.0

In late July 1909, when the Spanish Army, the Guardia Civil (‘Civil Guard’) and the police
were deployed in Barcelona, Solidaritat Obrera called for resistance through its newspaper:

“The bourgeoisie does not deserve honors, respect or tolerance because its power
is based on injustice, inequality and the oppression of men. Our only resource is
the use of force […], preparing the ground for the revolutionary outbreak that will
end with such an opprobrium and such an ignominy.”0

Publications such as these ones urged residents in Raval to organize themselves to rise
against the city’s bourgeoisie and their symbols in the neighborhood, which rapidly turned
into the epicenter of the Rosa the Foc, that is, like I mentioned, ‘the rose of fire’: burning
factories, theaters, churches and convents, profaning the tombs of priests, nuns and their
relatives, exposing their coffins and rotting corpses to the public, and building barricades to
fight the army, the Guardia Civil, and the police—all of which responded with violent
determination as well.

0
0

On the political role of Solidaritat Obrera at that time see Aisa (1988) and Bookchin (1998).
Solidaridad Obrera, July 24, 1909, page 1.
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In only one week, spanning late July and early August 1909, what Solidaritat Obrera and
many residents in Raval considered to be a revolutionary outbreak (popularly referred to as
the setmana tràgica, that is, the ‘tragic week’) left in the neighborhood a rather devastating
scene: over one hundred dead, one thousand wounded, two thousand imprisoned and
numerous factories reduced to smoldering ashes.0

*

*

*

During the decades that followed, the Guardia Civil, the police and the city’s bourgeoisie
sponsored the systematic persecution of Solidaritat Obrera in Raval, which in 1910 turned
into the CNT (Confederación Nacional del Trabajo, ‘National Confederation of Labor’). This
persecution consisted of the so-called pistolerisme (‘gun rule’), which provided payment to
gunmen to kill in anarchist militants from the neighborhood in cold blood. For example, the
pistolerisme ended with the life of one of the CNT leaders, Salvador Seguí, who was shot in
the street in 1923. The gunmen responsible were never arrested.0

While this situation spread terror, it also strengthened the support to the CNT in Raval, and
the increasingly radicalized and uncontrolled armed wing, referred to as the FAI (Federación
Anarquista Ibérica, ‘Iberian Anarchist Federation’), founded in 1927. This time, such support
involved shootings against those who endorsed the assassination of anarchist militants in the
neighborhood, from the police to factory owners, money lenders, and merchants. In this way,
the revolutionary spirit of the Rosa de Foc remained alive.0

See Martín Corrales et al. (2011) and Bookchin (1998).
On the pistolerisme, see Balcells (2009) and León (1981).
0
On the CNT and the FAI see Garner (2016) and Ealham (2010).
0
0
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Meanwhile, the climate of violence provided numerous gangs with the impunity and the
opportunity to start operating in Raval, where they generated an informal economy based on
drug trafficking, procuring, and prostitution which largely replaced the factories, unions, and
homes with flophouses, dives, cabarets, and brothels. Needless to say, this situation increased
even more the labor and financial exploitation and precarity of residents of Raval (many of
which became thugs, pimps, and sex workers to survive) as well as the insalubrity
surrounding them.0

If one century earlier European Romanticism writers had shown that terror and decay
produced incredible interest and fascination, the reality of Raval during those years proved
how common that was among Barcelona’s writers as well. In this manner, between fiction
and reality, they found themselves in the moral dilemma of the bons hommes, of the refined
and respectable men like them: on the one hand, recognizing their human condition, and on
the other, hiding their passions and weaknesses for emphasizing and even condemning those
of others.

In his famous book Vida Privada (‘Private Life’), Josep Maria de Sagarra ([1932]) faced that
very dilemma when telling the story of his wealthy alter ego Guillem de Lloberola, who like
many of his peers, clandestinely visited Raval and its flophouses, dives, cabarets, and
brothels seeking forbidden pleasures. Likewise, in his famous articles for the weekly
magazine El Escándalo (‘The Scandal’), Francisco Madrid narrated the vicissitudes of welloff outsiders in such settings, which provided them with the opportunity to unleash their most
secret desires.

0

On the decay of Raval at the time, see Aisa and Vidal (2006) and McDonogh (1987).
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Despite the picaresque style that characterized them, these articles contributed to strengthen
even more stigmatization of Raval among their readers, who were, of course, refined and
respectable men:

“The inverts strip and perform their perverted contortions in meublés even in the
street. […] Sexual perversion is a manifestation of crime. […] Frankly, this is
horrible. […] I leave full of disgust and trembling because when vice is mixed
with misery and crime it is something that frightens.”0

*

*

*

On the second afternoon that we met in May 2015, Mudassar and I walked through Joaquín
Costa Street, stopping in front of the building marked with the number 29. On the left side
there was a small store selling organic vegetables, on the right side there was a Pakistani
barber shop, and between them the entrance to the building. From the outside, he said, this
building looked like any other, but one century earlier, the interior walls of the mezzanine
apartment were the witnesses to a story that when told nowadays still frightens listeners: the
story of Enriqueta Martí, popularly referred to as la vampira del Raval (‘the vampiress of
Raval’).0

Born in the nearby industrial town of Sant Feliu de Llobregat, Martí moved to Barcelona
when she was just a teenager to find a job. She found work as a cook, maidservant, and nanny
for several wealthy families in the city. While she maintained these jobs during the day, she
started to frequent many of the cabarets and brothels of Raval at night. While looking for
El Escándalo, August 19, 1926, page 1. Many of Francisco Madrid’s articles about Raval were also published
together in his famous book Sangre en las atarazanas (‘Blood in the Shipyards’, 1926).
0
On Enriqueta Martí, see Corominas (2014) and Pastor (2017).
0
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wealthy men and extra money, she got to know many sex workers in the neighborhood, and
in turn, became a procuress and a sex worker herself by night.

Many of the wealthy men that Martí met required special services from her, of course illegal
but widespread at that time. Some of these services involved the kidnapping of children
which she would hide in the mezzanine apartment of Joaquín Costa Street. Some of these
services were obviously sexual, but others were pseudo-medical, and involved the murder of
these children to extract their blood, put it in bottles and drink it—something that many
considered to be one of best ways to treat and prevent tuberculosis at the time.

When Martí’s neighbors suspected foul activities taking place in apartment, they warned the
police, and three agents arrested her in February 1912. The agents searched the apartment and
found human bones and bottles of human blood. Meanwhile, rumors and speculations
regarding the number of children kidnapped and murdered for her evil trades spread rapidly.
At this time, many started referring to her as la vampira del Raval (like I mentioned, ‘the
vampiress of Raval’). When she died in prison one year later, speculations only increased:
everything seemed possible in such a neighborhood.0

Mudassar and I kept walking through the streets filled with Spaniards, Bangladeshis,
Pakistanis, and European and American youngsters. In a few steps, we crossed Carme Street
and got to Malnom Street, that is, to ‘the street of the bad name.’ Pointing to the building on
our left, he mentioned that Martí rented the fourth-floor apartment too and suggested that the
very geography of Raval kept the memory of her evil trades alive. Smiling while giving me a

In addition to several biographies of Enriqueta Martí, some scholars have provided a feminist critique to the
story. Specifically, they point out the intersections between gender, morality and social class in the construction
of the character in the literature. In that regard, see Plaza (2014).
0
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pat on the back once again, he suggested that transforming the geography of the
neighborhood was probably the only way to get rid of that memory.

Figure 5. Street in Raval

Either way, following through Malnom Street, we made a left through Picalquers Street. It
felt like being in a labyrinth of narrow and somber passages submerged in a thick odor of
sewer and urine, and replete with small puddles. We made a right turn at the corner with Roig
Street and continued to Hospital Street. There we stopped at Ayub, a small sweet shop
managed by some of his countrymen, where we got two chai.0 Standing outside while taking
the first sips, ‘bismillah’ (‘in the name of God’), Mudassar continued recounting stories of the
neighborhood. This was something that he seemed to enjoy leastways as much as I did, so a
good sign for me.

*
0

*

Normally, black tea with milk.
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*

With the erosion of the monarchy and the rise of the republic, in 1931, the central
government commissioned the reformation of Raval to the GATEPAC (Grupo de Artistas y
Técnicos Españoles Para la Arquitectura Contemporánea, ‘Group of Spanish Artists and
Technicians For Contemporary Architecture’). This reformation had a twofold objective:
facilitating the deployment of the police for preventing revolts and ending with crime while
improving the living conditions of residents, from much more sunlight to a much cleaner air.0

Such an expensive and controversial enterprise did not get far, and in 1936, with the coup
d’état perpetrated by General Francisco Franco and the start of the Spanish Civil War, Raval
turned into the epicenter of a proud libertarian and libertine resistance that despite the
stigmatization described above provided a certain entity and independence. Shortly after,
when in 1938 General Francisco Franco’s Italian allies bombed the neighborhood, they did so
with the objective of smashing that very resistance, leaving over one thousand dead, two
thousand wounded and a devastating panorama.0

During the decades of dictatorship that followed, the terror produced by a vindictive, ruthless,
and relentless repression (from indiscriminate detentions and life imprisonments to torture
and summary executions) kept any form of pride for libertarian and libertine resistance in
Raval hidden (even buried) underground. This was how the pervasive poverty and
subalternity of the neighborhood provided gangs with the impunity and opportunity to once
again reproduce an informal economy based on drug trafficking, procuring, and prostitution.0

On the GATEPAC, see García (2005) and Urrutia Núñez (1991).
On the bombing of Barcelona and Raval in 1938, see Hugh (2006) and Preston (2006).
0
On the decay of Raval after the Spanish Civil war and World War II, see Aisa and Vidal (2006) and Villar
(2009).
0
0
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More than ever, the reality of Raval produced incredible interest and fascination among
Barcelona’s writers and intellectuals in general, both from the city and from further afield.
This time, however, their problématique seemed much more honest than that of the bons
hommes, the refined and respectable men, but in the end, equally conflicting: recognizing
subalternity and the lumpenproletariat through sympathy and respect for its members but at
the same time, through an inevitable preoccupation and discouragement regarding their
situation.

In his famous book Journal du voleur (‘The Thief’s Journal’), Jean Genet (1982 [1949])
faced that very problématique when telling the story of his vicissitudes in Raval, from the
romances and complicities with strangers to, when fed up with their misery, the betrayal of
their confidence when he left. Similarly, in his famous articles for Il Corriere della Sera
(‘The Evening Courier’), Pier Paolo Pasolini spoke with profound esteem for the lives of
those living in the slums of Rome, but following his visit to Barcelona’s most notorious slum,
he seemed rather dispirited and afflicted.

While these articles did not intend to polemize and rejected sensationalism, even if
involuntarily, one of them referred to Raval in the terms of that genre:

“[…] When I returned back [to Rome] from Barcelona, I felt that of all the places
in this city, this [referring to the old city center and to Raval in particular] is a
neighborhood of breathtaking anguish where the past and the streets are
profoundly and literally suffocating.”0

Il Corriere della Sera, July 25, 1975, page 1. Many of these articles were also published in Pasolini’s famous
books Lettere Luterane (‘Lutheran Letters’, 1976) and Scritti Corsari (‘Corsair Writings’, 1975).
0
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*

*

*

With the end of the dictatorship in 1975, the democratic transition and the integration of
Spain into the European Economic Community (now referred to as the European Union),
several economic reforms permitted the arrival of hundreds of thousands of labor migrants
from across Asia and Africa. In this context, Barcelona, the center of the country’s industry,
and Raval, once the object of incredible interest and fascination, provided many of these
labor migrants with relatively low housing prices to establish themselves while going
unnoticed.0 This was precisely the case for Mudassar.

Growing up in a middle-class family in Sialkot, in the Pakistani Punjab, his parents and
siblings supported him while he was pursuing civil engineering at the University of Punjab in
Lahore. When he graduated in 1975, they continued to support him as he pursued his career
in Britain. He considered himself lucky to settle in Birmingham, where he started to work for
a construction company until 1983, when he moved to Barcelona to settle in Raval (in
Joaquín Costa Street) to work for another construction company. This time, however, he
ended up taking on the labors of a bricklayer.

Of course, this situation was far from ideal, and in a place like Raval, with frightening rates
of crime and insalubrity (of which the thick odor of sewer and urine and plentiful puddles
presently dotting the streets still constitute good examples) made it even worse. For a
moment, he considered the possibility of returning to his hometown, living in a better
neighborhood with his parents and siblings, getting married to a good woman, and starting a
family. He did not have to give it a second thought—he just needed to book his plane tickets,
pack his bag, and leave.
0

On the history of labor migrants from Muslim countries in Raval, see Moreras (1999 and 2004).

34

However, the events that followed are described well by a well-known (and interestingly
Catholic) Spanish saying that Mudassar was fond of paraphrasing, ‘the paths of the Lord are
inscrutable’ (‘los caminos del Señor son inescrutables’), ‘you never know what is going to
happen, never’. When his parents passed away, his siblings moved out of his hometown, so
he felt that there was no reason to return there anymore. While he did not have a good job and
Raval was a rather tough neighborhood, he managed to cover the cost of living, and
developed the network of Bangladeshis and countrymen that in the end, made him choose to
stay in Raval.

Still holding our chai, taking the last sips, we continued walking through Hospital Street
while he told me that since 1983, frequenting the Tariq ibn Ziyad mosque on that very street
had strengthened that network: performing the daily prayers (salat, which Bangladeshis and
countrymen referred to as namaz) and reading the Quran and the hadith (the Sayings and
Deeds of Prophet Muhammad ‘salla’llahu ‘alayhi wa salam’ [‘may God honor him and grant
him peace’]). Stroking his long hoary beard, he suggested that these practices turned him into
a ‘good Muslim’, which was precisely what made life more or less bearable.

Crossing the street, on the opposite sidewalk, we stopped right in front of the door of number
91. He put his hand in one of the pockets of his pajama and took out a set of keys, using one
of them to open the lock without saying anything. He entered first and let me into an old hall
with a few mailboxes, a staircase going up on the right side, and more mailboxes and another
staircase going up on the left side a little further ahead. Passing by them, we got to a
courtyard with a few plants, some green, others dry, and he opened a second door, which this
time appeared to be unlocked.
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Figure 6. Hospital Street
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Chapter Three: The Mosque
In this chapter, I meet Ihthiraam, a Pakistani man who, through conversations
while sitting in the Tariq ibn Ziyad mosque of Raval, tells me how, within this
neighborhood, the mosque and those who frequented it, Bangladeshis and
Pakistanis like him, went unnoticed from the rest of the city.

Mudassar led me into a corridor where it smelled like bleach and soap, but at the same time,
even if it was only slightly, also like sweat and feet. We took off our shoes and left them
there. Following this, we continued walking, passing in front of several Bangladeshi and
Pakistani men sitting on tiny wooden stools in front of a set of water taps. Some were rolling
up their kurta pajama to perform ablutions (wudu); others were washing their hands, and then
using them to wash their nose, forehead, face and beard, and then their forearms and the top
of their head to the base of the neck, behind their ears, and finally their feet.

After a few more steps, we entered a much brighter space. It looked like an old industrial
warehouse, about ten meters wide by thirty meters long, with wide windows of translucent
glass on the right side. There were ceiling fans moving slowly. The walls were painted white,
there were several wooden shelves replete with books, and the maroon-colored carpeted floor
was visibly worn and discolored. We kept walking straight, passing by several more
Bangladeshi and Pakistani men reclined against the walls, sitting on the floor, holding books,
and reading.
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At the other end of the warehouse, we entered another corridor, leaving a steep and narrow
wooden staircase behind us, and passing by another set of water taps where Mudassar
encountered a Pakistani man he seemed to know. We stopped for a second while pronouncing
the usual, protocolary ‘assalam alaykum – walaykum assalam wa rahmatullahi wa
barakatuh’(‘may God’s mercy be upon you’). We then continued walking, making a left, a
right, a left, and a right once again until we passed through some greenish, visibly worn, and
discolored curtains hanging from a small plaster arch.

This was how we got to another space, which was not as bright as the previous one (in fact,
there was only one, modest skylight immediately overhead), but of dimensions and
appearance similar to the previous space. We passed by several more Bangladeshi and
Pakistani men performing prayers facing the qiblah (Mecca’s ‘direction’, the Kaaba’s
‘direction’). Some were standing, then bowing, putting their hands on their knees, and
murmuring. Others were sitting on their knees and then prostrating themselves with their
foreheads and hands resting on the ground, also murmuring.

With a gesture, Mudassar pointed to another steep and narrow wooden staircase. He then
continued walking and I went upstairs by myself. The space looked like a storage: there were
several mattresses, pillows, and blankets stacked against one of the walls, more wooden
shelves replete with books, and a few partially open cardboard boxes right next to them.
Nobody was there with me, so out of curiosity I decided to see what was inside: several gas
stoves and kitchen utensils such as pots, pans, plates, spoons, forks, knives, tin foil, rolls of
plastic wrap, rags, and napkins.
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I felt comfortable and reclined against the opposite wall while sitting on the floor. It seemed
that I had gained the trust of Mudassar, my first field interlocutor, who in turn, had turned
into the gatekeeper for such an important space, which hopefully I would frequent in the
days, weeks, and months that followed. I kept repeating these words to myself, murmuring,
while I remembered that I had my field diary and several pens and pencils in one of the
pockets of my jacket. Taking them out, I started to write down these words and draw a map
of the space on the first page.

*

*

*

Several minutes later, the Pakistani man that Mudassar and I encountered before showed up
through the staircase. I had not paid much attention to him before, so while he walked
towards me, I realized that like Mudassar, he looked like he was in his sixties, had a long
beard, and was wearing a beige kurta pajama and a white topi. However, he dyed his long
beard with henna,0 showing a gradient from red to orange and even yellow and white at the
base, on hist cheeks, and right under his lower lip. Putting his hand on my shoulder to steady
himself, he sat next to me on the floor.

With a gentle, even friendly countenance, he welcomed me to Tariq ibn Ziyad and introduced
himself as Ihthiraam, one of Mudassar’s countrymen, and his long-time best friend. I thanked
him by saying ‘shukria’ and switching to Spanish, I introduced myself, told him who I was,
and that I was interested in Raval and its residents—including Bangladeshis and Pakistanis
like him—and in their stories of everyday life, ‘those that are not in history books’.

Traditionally, Muslim men across the globe have dyed their beard with henna, considering this practice as
sunnah, that is, part of the customary practices of Prophet Muhammad.
0
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Following this, I told him that like Mudassar, he probably knew many of these stories and
that it would be great if he wanted to share some of them with me.

Nodding and slowly sighing, I saw a glint in his eyes that felt familiar, he confessed that he
knew many such stories, but that he was not sure how and where to start. I suggested that the
best place to start was probably from the beginning, that is, by telling me who he was, how he
settled in Raval, how he experienced life in the neighborhood (including his vicissitudes
there), how he got to know Tariq ibn Ziyad, and why he frequented the mosque. Moreover, I
suggested that I was interested in any type of detail, depending upon how many he
remembered and wanted to share.

Like Mudassar, Ihthiraam grew up in a middle-class family in Sialkot, in the Pakistani
Punjab, with his parents and siblings supporting him when he was pursuing civil engineering
at the University of Punjab in Lahore. This was how Mudassar and Ihthiraam met. When they
graduated in 1975, they moved to Britain together, settled in Birmingham, and eventually
moved to Barcelona in 1983 to settle in Raval (in his case, in Hospital Street). However,
unlike Mudassar, Ihthiraam ended up working for a well-known logistics company, driving
trucks and delivering packages here and there.

With a gesture, I showed him my field diary to ask whether he minded if I took notes.
Smiling while giving me a pat on the back that also felt familiar, he responded that he wanted
me to show him my notes so that he could review them and make sure that they referred to
positive things exclusively: from how hard he worked to how rooted he was in a
neighborhood—a place, that in spite of its problems, he had made his home for decades. ‘No
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problem’: I told him that I would refer to these and many more positive things if he wanted
me to do so.

It seemed to me that we had broken the ice, so I decided to tell him that Raval made me feel
like I was in South Asia. He responded by exclaiming: ‘mashallah (‘God has willed’), you
are totally right, you see, this is just like my hometown, with lots of people from my
hometown; who was going to tell me that I would feel that way here, thousands of miles
away from there.’ Thus, pointing in all directions, he stressed that spaces such as that one
played a particularly important role for providing that feeling—something that made life
more or less bearable.

*

*

*

While Mudassar and Ihthiraam settled in Raval in 1983, hundreds of thousands of labor
migrants from across Asia and Africa settled in many other neighborhoods across Europe,
where in addition to residing and working, they established numerous mosques. 0When I
reviewed the literature from that time, I realized the considerable interest that these mosques
then generated among both scholarly and non-scholarly publics. However, I realized that the
references from that time to Tariq ibn Ziyad were rather scarce and aleatory. Let me refer
here to several of the reasons why.

With the end of the dictatorship in 1975, the democratic transition provided the conditions for
passing the law of religious freedom in Spain (Ley Orgánica de Libertad Religiosa de
España) in 1980. Among other things, this law recognized the right of religious minorities to
establish their own places of worship, which in the case of Muslims were mosques managed
0

See for example and Gerholm and Lithman et al. (1988) and Metcalf et al. (1996).
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by the UCIDE (Unión Española de Comunidades Islámicas) and the FEERI (Federación
Española de Entidades Religiosas Islámicas), the two organizations founded at that time for
that purpose.0

The regions of Andalusia (for historical and political reasons) and of Madrid (for political
reasons) stood out above the rest in regard to the number and the prominence of mosques,
which included ornaments, minarets and domes visible from the outside. Consider for
instance the Central Mosque of Madrid (Mezquita Central de Madrid, headquarters of the
UCIDE) and the Islamic Center of Madrid (Centro Islámico de Madrid, headquarters of the
FEERI). The great interest that these settings generated among both scholarly and nonscholarly publics made many others go unnoticed.

This was precisely the case of Tariq ibn Ziyad, which without ornaments, minarets, and
domes, the literature at the time only mentioned occasionally and in a tangential manner. For
example, in 1988, the newspaper La Vanguardia referred to the prestige of Barcelona’s
ophthalmologists José and Joaquín Barraquer that provided services for refined and
respectable patients from across the globe, and specifically, from Saudi Arabia and the
Persian Gulf. It seemed then that while visiting their clinic, these patients occasionally visited
the mosque to perform prayers and readings as well.0

The second afternoon that Ihthiraam and I met at Tariq ibn Ziyad in May 2015, I shared this
information with him as soon as we sat down in the space upstairs. Stroking his long hennadyed beard, he recalled wealthy Arab men wearing expensive watches and clothes that visited
the mosque once, but they did not talk to anybody there. Personally, he wondered whether
0
0

On the institutionalization of Islam in Spain, see Astor (2017) and Guía (2013).
La Vanguardia, May 25, 1988, on page 42.
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these men knew ‘the path of Prophet Muhammad salla’llahu ‘alayhi wa salam’ and
remembered how he had imagined them wearing the same watches and clothes on their
yachts surrounded by servants, girlfriends, and friends drinking champagne.

In any case, for Ihthiraam, La Vanguardia’s 1988 mention of these men revealed that the
interest in Tariq ibn Ziyad at the time was indeed rather fleeting, which he considered a
blessing for the mosque, and for those who frequented it to perform prayers and read in
peace. In that regard, he said, not even the residents of Raval, those on Hospital Street, or
those that walked through this street and passed in front of the number 91 knew that these
practices took place in the inside. They were completely hidden in a warehouse courtyard,
totally invisible to pedestrians.

*

*

*

Following this, I told Ihthiraam that hearing about Raval and its residents was great and
provided me with a particularly valuable and interesting portrait of how the neighborhood
looked and felt like during those years. However, I also told him that from then onward, I
would prefer if he focused on Tariq ibn Ziyad, since it seemed so important for Bangladeshis
and Pakistanis like Mudassar and him. With no references to how the mosque looked and felt
like other than the one mentioned from the newspaper, hearing more about it seemed even
more valuable and interesting to me.

Ihthiraam turned to the staircase and shouted to get ‘do (two) chai’ for the two of us. Then he
turned to me and told me that it seemed that the conversation was going to get serious, so he
needed the gasoline necessary to stay focused. We both laughed for a second and then I
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showed him my field diary, turning the pages one by one, telling him that if he really wanted
to review my notes, he surely needed that gasoline. My handwriting was that of a left-handed,
sophisticated artwork, so unscrambling my scrawls was rather difficult, many times even for
me.

Tariq ibn Ziyad was Ihthiraam’s life: when he settled in Raval in 1983, Bangladeshis and
Pakistanis like Mudassar and him collaborated to establish the mosque that very year. Until
then, they had been gathering at their respective apartments in the neighborhood, but they
soon realized that they needed much more room, water taps for performing ablutions, and of
course a mihrab (the niche marking the qiblah, like I mentioned, Mecca’s ‘direction’, the
Kaaba’s ‘direction’), and a minbar (the pulpit for giving khutbas, ‘sermons’ or ‘lectures’).

I was interested in where Tariq ibn Ziyad’s funding came from; so jokingly, I suggested that
when those Arab men that he mentioned visited the mosque that one time, they left suitcases
replete with unmarked bills to pay the maintenance of the mosque. In a similar tone,
Ihthiraam imagined high minarets and golden domes, ivory mihrabs, and alabaster minbars as
well as several more stories on top of the courtyard’s warehouse for hosting conferences and
classes; ‘it would have been a mosque and a madrasa at the same time, wouldn’t it have been
great for everyone here?’

However, he suggested that for better or worse, the reality of the mosque was obviously
different. Since 1983, Bangladeshis and Pakistanis like Mudassar and Ihthiraam joined forces
to pay the monthly rent, water, and electricity expenses for the warehouse with their regular
work and savings, and after they obtained the permission from the landlord, to renovate and
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improve the space. Of course, this included a mihrab and a minbar, yet on this occasion,
made of plaster and wood, respectively; ‘in any case, more than enough for everyone here.’

Ihthiraam turned to the staircase and shouted ‘do chai’; we were still waiting for them, so he
told me to wait right there and went downstairs. Several minutes later, he returned holding
them, giving me one of them and warning me not to burn myself. While we gave the first
sips, ‘bismillah’, we resumed our conversation: depending upon limited savings made the
maintenance of Tariq ibn Ziyad rather uncertain, but simultaneously strengthened the sense
of responsibility of those who frequented the mosque for renovating and improving the space,
thus turning them into ‘good Muslims.’0

*

*

*

I filled my field diary with notes: headlines and quotes that I found important as well as
schemas of subjects and concepts that I found interesting. No matter how many times one
hears how fieldwork functions, one only finds it out once one dives into the variable and
unpredictable dynamics that often characterize it and lets oneself go with the flow. In my
case, the more notes I took, the more productive I felt I was, so using the several pens and
pencils that I liked for that made me feel like a scribe, the ultimate skill for registering
conversations.

Ihthiraam put his hand in one of the pockets of his pajama and took out his glasses: silver
frame, repaired with transparent tape, and worn lenses—one of them scratched. As he put
them on, he took my field diary with the other hand, and wetting one of his thumbs, turned
the pages one by one to review my notes. Smiling and giving me a pat on the back once
0

On the history of Tariq ibn Ziyad, see Martín-Sáiz (2017 and 2019)
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more, he suggested that whether sophisticated artwork or not, my handwriting was really that
of a left-hander with his eyes covered. Unscrambling my scrawls was practically impossible
for him.

For Ihthiraam, telling me what his work was about was much easier: working for a wellknown logistics company, driving trucks, and delivering packages here and there. Over the
years, the work contributed to a herniated disc and lower back pain. For him, these were the
outcomes of wage labor: ‘the more hours you work, the more you suffer’, which made him
wonder whether he should have been an anthropologist like me: spending time sitting with
people like him, having conversations, and scribbling seemed much healthier and much more
enjoyable.

I felt honored and embarrassed at the same time: honored for the privileges that he mentioned
and embarrassed for his recognition of these very privileges. While an anthropologist like me
might identify with wage labor when teaching and researching, but that was hardly my case,
especially as I was then dedicated to fieldwork, and much like he suggested, to having
conversations and scribbling. Thus, I responded that everything he mentioned was enjoyable
in my case, but that fieldwork involved other tasks that were less enjoyable. In fact, many of
the tasks were rather monotonous and even tedious.

For example, I told him that following fieldwork, I usually went home in the evening to sit at
my desk with my open field diary next to my laptop as I transcribed my notes—often late into
the night. This was how I searched for the story that, I hoped, would shed light on Raval and
its residents, including Bangladeshis and Pakistanis like him. Similarly, this was how I
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realized that my notes revealed several issues that seemed important and interesting but that
in my view, remained rather unclear and that therefore, required further inquiry.

In this regard, both Mudassar and Ihthiraam mentioned that since 1983, frequenting Tariq ibn
Ziyad (and keeping it open) turned them into ‘good Muslims, […] performing prayers and
reading in peace, […] precisely what made life more or less bearable.’ In fact, both Mudassar
and Ihthiraam mentioned these issues several times separately, precisely what made them
interesting to me. However, neither one nor the other ever explained in detail what these
issues meant, nor did I ever request that they do so throughout our conversations, perhaps due
to my inexperience.

*

*

*

During the summer, Mudassar travelled to Pakistan to visit his siblings, preparing together
for Ramadan and the Eid al-Fitr, the festival to break the fast (which Pakistanis like him
referred to as the Meethi Eid, the festival of sweets; the most common: sheer khurma, sewiya,
rasgulla, halwa, gulab jamun and jalebi, an overdose of sugar).0 When we spoke on the
phone, he told me how happy and excited he was, which of course, made me happy and
excited for him too, so I wished him safe travels, thanked him for helping me, and promised
him that I would stay in touch.

Unlike Mudassar, Ihthiraam remained in Raval throughout the entire summer, including
Ramadan and the Eid al-Fitr. Airports and airplanes gave him a stomachache and made him
nervous. He refused spending money on flights, since sitting uncomfortably with very little
The main ingredients for rasgulla are curd (chhena), and sugar, for halwa, flour, ghee (clarified butter), and
sugar, for gulab jamun, khoya (made by drying whole milk and heating it on a pan), saffron, and sugar, and for
jalebi, maida flour, saffron, ghee, and sugar.
0
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space for the legs exacerbated his lower back pain. When we spoke on the phone, he
suggested that remaining in the neighborhood and spending time with me at Tariq ibn Ziyad
in the afternoon seemed much healthier and much more enjoyable for him as well.

Surrounded by the several mattresses, pillows, and blankets stacked against one of the walls
and the few partially open cardboard boxes next to them in the space upstairs, we kept
working through our discussions with very few interruptions. When his phone rang
sporadically (interestingly, with the ringtone of a well-known videogame theme), or when
someone shouted his name from downstairs occasionally, he rarely responded. Instead, he
continued holding his wooden prayer beads (referred to as misbahah or tasbih), playing with
them with his thumb, counting them one by one, while remaining focused on our
conversations.

Recalling the issues that still remained rather unclear and required further inquiry, I wondered
who defined ‘good Muslims’, and specifically, who, in what ways, and under what premises
recognized such a status—a condition that Ihthiraam seemed so proud and pleased about.
However, thinking of the trust that there seemed to be between us and the tone that we used
many times throughout our conversations, I wondered whether he would take these questions
seriously or if he would find a way to simultaneously mess with me.

For him, only ‘Allah subhanahu wa ta’ala’ (‘God, glory to Him, the exalted’) recognized
‘good Muslims’, but would do so through the yawm al-Qiyamah (‘Day of Resurrection’, or in
other words, the last judgement), so meanwhile Muslims should prepare themselves. Thus,
theatrically, he suggested what that meant: frequenting Tariq ibn Ziyad—the appropriate
environment for, in Raval, where the mosque went unnoticed for decades, performing prayers
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and reading in peace, despite being in a rather tough neighborhood, precisely what made life
more or less bearable.

He stressed that these very terms provided the responses to my questions; therefore, if the
objective of my fieldwork involved obtaining these responses, my fieldwork seemed to be
progressing. Similarly, he stressed that by the simple act of transcribing such terms on my
laptop, I would start writing the story that I had been searching for once and for all, which of
course, he would also review. The objective was just making sure that the manuscript of such
a story was good enough to subsequently find an editor to publish the book and share the
benefits.

*

*

*

Towards the end of the summer, Mudassar returned from Pakistan, and stopped in
Birmingham where he would spend several more weeks with countrymen that he knew there.
When we spoke on the phone, he told me that I had probably turned into the primary suspect
at Tariq ibn Ziyad, with the mosque turning into the stage of my misdeeds, and his long-term
and best friend Ihthiraam had probably turned into my accomplice. We both laughed for a
second and then he told me that he wished he was there with us to make sure that any
misdeeds remained within reasonable limits.

Meanwhile, Ihthiraam and I met one more afternoon at the mosque in the space upstairs. I
had printed out several pages of my writing to share with him and had highlighted some of
the fragments that I wanted him to read, which raised several questions regarding the
potential readers, the public, and the objective of my writing. Without any doubt, this was
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something worth reflecting in the long term. In any case, for this occasion, the objective was
to obtain Ihthiraam’s feedback right there to make sure that my story was rigorous but also
respectful of everything he had shared.

He put on his glasses and started turning the pages one by one, going back and forth,
sometimes using his index finger to read carefully, and other times reading in diagonal. Then
he returned the pages to me and said that they looked okay for the most part but requested
that I shared more with him in the future as well. This seemed like good news for both him
and me. I joked with him that approving my story, and the misdeeds that I revealed in it,
immediately turned him into my accomplice. Ihthiraam joked back by declaring himself
innocent on all counts.

When I left the mosque that afternoon, I went downstairs, walking through the spaces where
several men were performing prayers and reading. I continued through the labyrinth of
corridors until I arrived at the last set of water taps for performing ablutions where I usually
left my shoes. I put them on, opened the door, and walked through the courtyard. I crossed
the old hall, leaving the mailboxes and the staircases behind me, opened the final door, and
stepped out into Hospital Street. It was still sunny. The sky was still painted with an intense
blue, and I sensed the warm breeze once again.
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Chapter Four: The Center
Mudassar and I walk throughout Raval again to discuss how numerous
reformation projects turned Raval into an integral part of the city center while
Barcelona turned into a touristic destination, thus making the remnants of the old
neighborhood particularly visible and problematic.

When I left Barcelona, I returned to the United States to spend one more year there. Like the
writer suggested once in the play, ‘I didn’t go to the moon, I went much further, for time is
the longest distance between two places.’0 In my case, such a distance helped me to review
my notes from a very different perspective and in a very different environment. I was
surrounded by my graduate advisor, the members of my dissertation committee, and the rest
of my colleagues there. This seemed the perfect environment for testing whether or not the
story that I was supposed to start writing made sense to them.

In some of the regular seminars, meetings, and conversations that we held, some of these
colleagues wondered what fieldwork and everyday life looked like and felt like in Raval,
especially since the current façade of the neighborhood (like I mentioned, simultaneously
trendy and grimy) and my story revealed multiple, often opposing, realities. In other words,
for some of these colleagues, it was unclear as to whether Raval was a central or marginal
neighborhood. Therefore, the forces underlying my fieldwork (and for better or worse
conditioning my findings as well) also remained rather unclear.

0
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On the one hand, Raval was a central neighborhood that going up to the promenade of the
port and sharing borders with the Gothic Quarter on one side and with the Sant Antoni district
on the other side, outsiders like me and like those who had referred to as European and
American youngsters frequented when going to restaurants, cafés, and bars. In fact, while I
conducted my fieldwork, Raval proved to be that very neighborhood for me—a place where I
would meet friends for tapas and cañas0 before going home in the evening.

On the other hand, the testimonies of my field interlocutors (starting with Mudassar himself),
and the literature that I had reviewed until then, revived the view of Raval as a marginal
neighborhood, with its current façade (simultaneously trendy and grimy) overlaying multiple
layers of a longstanding marginalization and stigmatization. That Raval was, in the end, what
its very name revealed: the city’s outskirts, the city’s arrabal, the neighborhood where
undesirable strangers, the proletariat, and the lumpenproletariat had remained excluded for
several centuries.

In this manner, the doubts expressed by my colleagues raised several questions regarding the
nature of Raval and the dynamics that characterized the neighborhood. Therefore, like some
of these colleagues suggested, regarding the forces underlying my fieldwork (and for better or
worse, conditioning my findings as well): could Raval be a central and a marginal
neighborhood at the same time? If so, in what ways did its multiple opposite realities overlap
or coincide? And what were the outcomes of, and the reactions to, such an overlap? Of such a
coincidence of opposing realities?

To a large extent, these questions referred to the course and the specific stages of my
fieldwork. In this regard, the testimonies of my field interlocutors and the literature that I had
0
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reviewed until then covered several centuries of the history of Raval, paying special attention
to the 1900s and stopping in the 1980s to provide numerous details regarding the
neighborhood throughout those years. However, in the years and the decades that followed,
and that lead up to the present, would hopefully provide the responses that I was looking for
but were still missing.

*

*

*

Like happened before, events taking place outside Raval impacted profoundly impacted the
fate of the neighborhood. Among the most important of these events was the selection of
Barcelona to organize the Summer Olympics of 1992 to the detriment of Paris, Brisbane, and
Amsterdam. Beyond the joy and excitement of the entire country, the selection provided the
perfect opportunity for turning the city into a major tourism destination and the
Mediterranean paradise that now felt like the best place on earth to me, and considering the
numbers ever since, for many visitors as well.0

In this context, dangerously close to the Gothic Quarter, the epicenter of that destination, the
situation of Raval seemed more unsustainable than ever, or putting it differently, in the core
of paradise, a complete aberration. In order to end that situation once and for all, the Catalan
regional government, the municipal government, and numerous private investors from across
the world provided the funding to pursue the so-called ‘Central Plan of Raval’ (Pla Central
del Raval), which since 1990 turned the neighborhood into the object of numerous
reformation projects.

On the economic impact of the Summer Olympics of 1992 in Barcelona and the growth of the tourism industry
since then, see Brunet (1995) and González (2011).
0

53

Not surprisingly, these projects unleashed the rapid gentrification of Raval: establishing new
museums, hotels, restaurants, cafés, and bars that replaced entire blocks of old buildings,
opening new squares and streets to gather new peoples (such as myself and the European and
American youngsters that Mudassar had referred to). This was precisely how, at the turn of
the century, this transformations and peoples turned the grimy remains of the old
neighborhood and its older residents into striking anachronisms.0

In 1995, La Vanguardia described the newly established MACBA (Museu d’Art
Contemporani de Barcelona, Contemporary Art Museum of Barcelona) and its surroundings
as such:

“The museum is special and dazzling because of its greatness, whiteness and
brightness; […] such a brightness predisposes one to have a contemplative
experience; […] it stands out in an environment of dark colors and narrow streets
to transform them.”0

Reading this quote, I remembered sitting on the stairs right in front of the MACBA to meet
friends while observing tourists coming in and out of the museum, skateboarders kickflipping
and jumping up and down the stairs, and pedestrians who walked through the square in all
directions. I also remembered buying cans of beer, samosas, and small bottles of mineral
water from the Bangladeshi and Pakistani men who, wandering through the square, sold them
to us for one euro each—their work throughout the year and our leisure throughout the
summer.

0
0

Regarding these processes of transformation, see for example Horta (2010) and Fernández González (2014).
La Vanguardia, November 28, 1995, on page 42.

54

Figure 7. Contemporary Art Museum of Barcelona

These memories led to further reflection. In a neighborhood where the rapid gentrification
produced an increase in housing prices, street vending provided those with no jobs and who
struggled to pay the monthly rent and the expenses of their apartments with the necessary
earnings for covering such expenses. However, in that very neighborhood, street vending
reinforced the labor and financial precarity of those who—with no jobs, no work permits, and
no residence permits—depended upon particularly uncertain and obviously irregular earnings
for surviving.0

*

*

*

When I returned to Barcelona one year later, in May 2016, Mudassar and I spoke on the
phone. We decided to meet once more in the afternoon in Raval, this time in Robador Street.
Since the year 2000, this street and the nearby Salvador Seguí Square had been the object of
On the intersection of gentrification and work precarity in the case of Raval, see Arbaci and Tapada-Berteli
(2012) and Sargatal (2001).
0
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some of the numerous reformation projects in the neighborhood, and therefore, stages for
Raval’s rapid gentrification.0 Thinking of my fieldwork, I was hoping that through his stories,
Mudassar would provide interesting details regarding the outcomes of, and the reactions to,
this process.

When we met, we shook hands pronouncing the usual, protocolary ‘assalam alaykum –
walaykum assalamwa rahmatullahi wa barakatuh’, then questioning aap kaise hai – kya chal
raha hai (‘how are you – how is it going’). While, ‘time might be the longest distance
between two places and people’, it felt like we had never been out of contact. Smiling while
stroking his long hoary beard, he said that the only thing that revealed the passage of time for
me was that my hair and my beard were slightly hoary too.

Recalling our walks through Raval, we switched to Spanish and resumed those very same
dynamics. In a few steps, we arrived at the Salvador Seguí Square, which he referred to as the
‘plaza del esperpento’ (a Spanish literary style involving grotesque descriptions of everyday
life, referred to as ‘deforming mirrors’ – espejos deformantes). For Mudassar, this square was
one of the most special places in the neighborhood, one of the places that, meriting such an
appellative, constituted a regular stage for a scene that he thought I would find particularly
interesting.

On the right side, Mudassar pointed to the massive glass and concrete building hosting the
Filmoteca de Catalunya, a Catalan regional government-sponsored movie theater, library,
and archive established a few years earlier. The signboard posted on the main wall announced
a series on Frederick Wiseman and Joaquim Jordà. Then Mudassar looked to the restaurants

0

On the recent transformations of this space, see Fernández González (2012 and 2014).

56

on the same side with their terrazas packed with hipsters enjoying the warm breeze while
eating tapas and drinking cocktails, wine, and cañas.

Figure 8. Filmoteca de Catalunya

On the left side, he pointed to the usual old, four- or five-storey buildings with plastered,
painted, and chipped walls covered in grime, with their exterior wooden, rolling blinds
hanging from the top of the windows and over the small, rusted iron balconies. Then he
looked to the several bodegas and bistros0 on the ground floors, with thugs, pimps, and sex
workers standing outside, reclined against the walls, or sitting on the edge of the sidewalk—
whistling, whispering, snapping, and gesturing to pedestrians to draw their attention.

0
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Figure 9. Salvador Seguí Square

Standing between these two opposing realities, Mudassar pointed to the CCTV cameras
installed on both sides and then looked over at several municipal police vans parked right
next to us in the middle. Several agents were sitting inside the vans, observing the scene. In
his view, transforming the geography of the neighborhood involved new infrastructure and
peoples, but also new surveillance measures to guarantee the security and wellbeing of the
newcomers. Thus, in a slightly sarcastic manner, he wondered aloud about whether our
wellbeing was guaranteed too, starting of course with his own.

*

*

*

In his famous book Folk Devils and Moral Panic, Stanley Cohen (1972) suggests that
hegemonic social norms provide the framework for identifying potential threats, and
therefore, for implementing mechanisms of social control over such threats—such as ‘misfits’
and their deviant practices and behaviors. In addition, he suggests that the media play a
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particularly important role in these processes: overreacting to such practices and behaviors,
producing moral panic, and providing the moral umbrella and justification for systematic
surveillance and punishment.

Throughout the book, Cohen explains that in the spring of 1964, a series of violent clashes
between Rockers and Mods took place in several seaside resorts in Margate, Brighton,
Bournemouth, and Clacton in Southern England. While the rivalry between Rockers and
Mods preceded these clashes, the presence of numerous visitors and tourists in such resorts
aroused special preoccupation among the media, which portrayed such subcultures as the
main danger to respectable citizens, and that not surprisingly, triggered police intervention
and numerous arrests.

Consider for instance one of the main editorials of the Birmingham Post in May 1964 and
referenced by Cohen:

“It was 24 years ago that the Prime Minister of Great Britain declared: ‘we will
fight on the beaches.’ […] Britain fought off its external enemies without having
to repel them on its own shores, but it has failed to deal with the internal enemies
that bring about the disintegration of a nation’s character.”0

Of course, editorials such as this one resembled some of the quotes I included before
regarding the moral panic with which Barcelona’s newspapers, bourgeoisie, and well-off
outsiders had historically regarded Raval and its older residents. However, as the
neighborhood turned into an integral part of the city center following the Summer Olympics

0

Birmingham Post, May 19, 1964, page 6.

59

of 1992, the urge for systematic surveillance and punishment of many of those residents’
deviant practices and behavior became more evident than ever.

*

*

*

The second afternoon that we met in May 2016, Mudassar and I kept walking through
Robador Street, passing by the plaza del esperpento until we got to the other end of the space,
to the corner with Sant Pau Street. There were several more municipal police vans parked
there. This time, the agents were standing outside the van, stopping pedestrians, requesting
their identity cards, and asking them questions: where they lived, where they worked, why
were they there, and where were they going next; ‘just a routine check, nothing to worry
about.’

Making a right, we kept walking through Sant Pau Street, leaving the rear of the Filmoteca
de Catalunya on the right side and the touristic Bar Marsella on the left side, passing by
numerous electronics stores with showcases replete with cellphones and Bangladeshi and
Pakistani men coming in and out. This was how, greeting some of these men with a gesture
and simultaneously dodging numerous pedestrians, that we got to La Llesca, a small, rather
old café where we ordered two chai; ‘sweetened with lots of sugar and milk boiled in a very
low fire, spiced with just the right quantity of ginger and cardamom.’0

Standing inside while taking the first sips, ‘bismillah’, we turned to the television screen
hanging from one of the walls, with the 3/24 news channel in Catalan turned on and the
volume turned up. A visibly upset reporter referred to the persistent, worrying rates of drug
trafficking, procuring, and prostitution in Raval as well as to the street fights with knives, sex
0

Known as masala chai.
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workers seeking clients, and junkies injecting themselves heroin in the streets of the
neighborhood in broad daylight. ‘Everything is true, but nothing is new anyways’, someone
murmured behind us.

Standing inside, we were mesmerized by the television screen. The reporter questioned
numerous residents and pedestrians who, equally upset with the unfortunate situation of
Raval, urged the municipal government to strengthen surveillance measures in the
neighborhood and to get rid of sex workers and junkies once and for all. Getting the remote,
the waiter switched to TV3, the mainstream Catalan channel playing a telenovela. ‘Thank
goodness, let’s take a break from that shit for a few minutes,’ someone murmured behind us
again.

Turning to me, Mudassar mentioned that on numerous occasions, Bangladeshis and his
countrymen living outside Raval, elsewhere in Barcelona, Catalonia, and Spain reached out
to him lately to express their concerns regarding the unfortunate situation of the
neighborhood. Even countrymen living elsewhere in Europe, in the Middle East, Saudi
Arabia, the Persian Gulf, and even in Pakistan and Sialkot (his hometown) reached out to him
to express similar concerns, since social media and mouth-to-mouth communication rapidly
spread news.

Smiling while turning to me, he asked me how often those who he referred to as ‘my people’
warned me of the perils of Raval, since they had probably heard were probably worried about
my wellbeing there. I responded that those who he referred to as my people (relatives,
friends, and colleagues) were sure that despite the perils of the neighborhood, I would

61

probably survive. In the end, I was with him, the best possible guide there, so there was
nothing to worry about, ‘right?’

*

*

*

Still holding our chai, taking the last sips, Mudassar grabbed my arm to stop me from paying;
‘you’re my guest here; next time inshallah’ (‘if God wills’), so while we stepped back out
into the street, I repeated those very words to make him promise that I would pay next time.
In a few steps, we got to the corner with the Rambla del Raval, making a right to then keep
walking through this wide boulevard, which after replacing several blocks of old buildings
and wiping out the layout of streets between them turned into the main corridor of the
neighborhood in the year 2000.0

Figure 10. Rambla del Raval

0

On the construction of the Rambla del Raval, see Horta (2010) and Maza, McDonogh and Pujadas (2004).
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In his famous documentary En Construcción (‘Work in Progress’), José Luís Guerín gathered
the numerous scenes of cranes and excavating machines demolishing these blocks and
removing the iron and concrete debris—in some ways documenting the erasure of the
libertarian and libertine past of Raval. In a sympathetic, lyrical manner, these scenes showed
numerous residents in the neighborhood observing the past vanishing before their eyes with
an uncertainty regarding the future that the new corridor would bring. Amidst that
uncertainty, some seemed to have a particularly optimistic vision of such a future.

Consider for instance one of the main editorials from La Vanguardia in September 2000,
written after the boulevard was inaugurated:

“Raval needs this, it gives life to the neighborhood, this is precisely what this
space is about. […] Architects and technicians are saying that we have to destroy
to create a space for social integration; […] 18,000 square meters of hope and
excitement.”0

Reading this quote, the question was, then, what social integration was, in other words, like I
have described throughout this chapter, what to expect from the interactions between the
former reality of the neighborhood and the new reality that was to rapidly follow, and
between the older residents and the new peoples that were to come rapidly. Once again, some
seemed to have a particularly optimistic vision of such interactions that sounded
simultaneously interesting and intriguing and that I think is worth mentioning here as well.

Referenced by La Vanguardia in September 2000, these were the words of Joan Clos, the
mayor of Barcelona at the time:
0

La Vanguardia, September 22, 2000, page 4.
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“This is an attractive space of freedom for the people, the culmination of the
project for turning Barcelona into a global city, a passage towards the port and the
sea. […] In this case, when we talk of social integration, we can talk of the
mixture of cultures and peoples as well.”0

To a large extent, invoking the mixture of cultures and peoples involved invoking
multiculturalism, and that the boulevard in front of us represented this better than any other
place in the neighborhood. Precisely for that reason, this was one of the most the special
places for me in the neighborhood, and it seemed that this was true for Mudassar as well, so
while we continued walking through the central sidewalk, he kept talking, and asked me to
pay special attention one more time.

*

*

*

Mudassar pointed off to the right where we could see the four-star Barceló Raval Hotel and
several restaurants, cafés, and bars with the usual hipsters sitting in their terrazas. I
remembered meeting my friends to observe tourists coming in and out of the hotel and the
pedestrians walking in different directions. I also remembered buying cans of beer from the
Bangladeshi and Pakistani men who, hiding them in the bins or under sewer lids when the
municipal police patrols came through, sold them to us for one euro each there as well—their
work throughout the year and our leisure throughout the summer.

On the left side, he pointed to the three stars Abba Rambla Hotel, more of the same, and
several small stores managed by Bangladeshis and Pakistanis selling Turkish dönerkebab and
0

La Vanguardia, September 22, 2000, page 4.
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falafel: pita sandwiches, dürüm wraps, and plates with French fries and salads. I thought of
local sociology graduate students referring to this universe as ‘the Orient at home’0 (‘l’orient
a casa’): Moroccan and Turkish food prepared by Bangladeshis and Pakistanis for hipsters,
my friends, and me for less than five euros each. I wondered whether Mudassar perceived us
in that way. The truth seemed embarrassing, but the truth after all.

Surrounded by the numerous palm trees on both sides of the central sidewalk, we arrived at
the ‘Gato de Botero’, a sculpture of a chubby cat designed by Fernando Botero. Standing
there, Mudassar suggested that this was the Rambla del Raval for me, but Bangladeshis and
Pakistanis referred to the place in Urdu as the Pareshan Rambla, ‘the boulevard of
preoccupation’. For them, this was the place where they gathered throughout the year,
whether it was in the afternoon, evening, or night (the time when the rest of the city rested) to
share their everyday concerns in the neighborhood.0

Of course, I was immediately interested in such a toponym, the Pareshan Rambla, as well as
in the concerns that informed it: from work and financial precarity to, like Mudassar
mentioned, elevated fines for selling cans of beer, or even temporary detentions for selling
hashish, cocaine, methamphetamine, and heroin. Paradoxically, these measures reproduced
the necessity to sell these substances to pay bails and fines—like he also mentioned, these
were the perverse (even if unintended) consequences of such measures and ultimately, what
kept many Bangladeshis and Pakistanis awake at night.

‘The Orient at home’ was the title of a panel that a doctoral student of sociology from Barcelona and I
organized in the Conference of the Portuguese Anthropology Association at the New University of Lisbon in
June 2019. The theme of the panel focused on the intersection between gentrification and immigration.
0
During my fieldwork, I found out that Pakistani and Bangladeshi residents in Raval normally refer to the
streets and squares of the neighborhood with toponyms in Urdu and Bengali. The Pareshan Rambla is one
example.
0
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As we kept walking, we arrived at the corner with Sant Rafael Street, where we made a right,
leaving the rear of the new Barceló Raval Hotel to the right and several more restaurants,
cafés, and bars on the left side. Then we passed by a travel agency organizing trips to Mecca,
Medina, and several Pakistani and Bangladeshi cities. Shortly thereafter, we arrived in front
of the number 10, stopping right in front of a broad, double-leaf door open wide and the
following signboard over the top of it: ‘Mezquita Tariq ibn Ziyad – ’مسجد طارق بن زياد, written
in large red and green letters on a white background.

Figure 11. Tariq ibn Ziyad on Sant Rafael Street

Pointing at the signboard, Mudassar mentioned that since the year 2000, this was the main
entrance to the mosque. Then he mentioned that since that year, the entrance through Hospital
Street (on the other side of the block, one hundred meters from there) was the fire exit for the
mosque, thus meeting the public health and security requirements of the municipal
government to legally maintain the space no matter what the cost was. While I listened, he

66

grabbed my arm one more time, gently pulling me inside, and not even realizing, I was
already crossing the threshold.
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Chapter Five: The Clash
Ihthiraam and I sit again at the Tariq ibn Ziyad mosque in Raval to understand
how, with the War on Terror bursting onto the scene, the new status of the
neighborhood impacted the mosque and those who frequented it, Bangladeshis
and Pakistanis like him.

We took off our shoes and left them there. Walking under the slowly moving ceiling fans,
passing by the wooden shelves full of books, we passed by several Bangladeshi and Pakistani
men performing prayers facing qiblah on the carpeted floor. Witnessing this scene over and
over again made me realize that I could recognize every step of the prayers (referred to as
rakat): some were standing, then bowing and putting their hands on their knees, murmuring;
others were sitting on their knees and then prostrating themselves with their forehands and
hands resting on the ground, murmuring as well.

Passing by the steep and narrow wooden staircase leading to the space upstairs, Mudassar
kept walking while making a gesture for me to go there one more time, which I obviously
did. Surrounded by the several mattresses, pillows, and blankets stacked against one of the
walls and the few partially open cardboard boxes still laying there next to them, it felt like I
had never left. Taking my seat on the floor, I prepared myself by opening my field diary and
taking out several pens and pencils that I usually had in my jacket, and patiently waited for
someone to walk in.
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Several minutes later, Ihthiraam showed up through the staircase, pronouncing the usual,
protocolary‘assalam alaykum, walaykum assalamwa rahmatullahi wa barakatuh’, then
questioning ‘aap kaise hai – kya chal raha hai – aapkee kahanee kaha hai – mujhe
bataiye’(‘where is your story; tell me’). While we shook hands, he mentioned that our chai
were on their way, the gasoline necessary to stay focused. It really felt like I never left—
putting his hand on my shoulder to steady himself, he sat down next to me on the floor.

Recalling our conversations, we switched to Spanish and resumed those very same dynamics,
with him questioning me once more: ‘where is your story? You must have developed further
your writing, you must have progressed significantly with your writing; tell me, I hear you.’
These words reproduced the trust that there seemed to be between us and the tone that we
used many times throughout our conversations. Remembering them, I wondered whether he
would take my response seriously or if he would take the opportunity to mess with me.

For him, writing a story was surely a strenuous and plodding exercise, but he was sure that
with the help of ‘Allah subhanahu wa ta’ala, Prophet Muhammad salla’llahu ‘alayhi wa
salam and simple, humble men’ (referring to Mudassar and himself) I would successfully
accomplish such an exercise. In this manner, he wondered whether one required more help
than that, and therefore where were the pages that I must have printed out for him to read that
afternoon, even if in diagonal. Spending time with me there was nice, but in the end, those
pages were the reason why he was there as well.

In response, I referred to the course and the specific stages of my fieldwork, suggesting that
indeed, writing involved a particularly strenuous and plodding exercise, so with some of the
stages of my fieldwork incomplete, I needed the extra push and information for pursuing such
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an exercise. Following this, I referred to the numerous reformation projects in Raval, and the
rapid gentrification of the neighborhood and that I was interested in the ways in which such
projects and processes impacted Tariq ibn Ziyad and those who frequented the mosque.

*

*

*

Ihthiraam turned to the staircase and shouted, ‘do chai’; we were still waiting for them, so he
told me to wait there. I could hear him complaining on his way downstairs – ‘fir se wahee –
kya ho raha hai’ (‘one more time the same – what’s going on’) for then murmuring that we
needed that gasoline to proceed, to stay focused. Several minutes later, he returned holding
the chai, warning me not to burn myself. Taking the first sips, ‘bismillah’, he suggested that
Tariq ibn Ziyad and those who frequented the mosque were part of Raval, so of course, the
fate of the neighborhood was their fate as well.

With a gesture, I showed him my field diary to ask whether he minded if I took notes.
Smiling, he joked that I need to get ‘one of those tablets, one of those laptops that you put in
a backpack’ for understanding what I typed; until then, handwriting was fine, ‘but remember,
handwriting, not scribbling.’ While promising him that I would try harder to take notes like
proper students do, that is, in an orderly and clear manner, I kept writing down his words: the
mosque and those who frequented it were part of the neighborhood, so of course, they had the
same fate.

Meanwhile, he referred to the efforts made to renovate and improve the space, which
preceded the numerous reformation projects in Raval, but that increased once these projects
started. Like Mudassar pointed out previously, the objective was meeting the public health
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and security requirements of the municipal government regardless of what the price might
be.0 In Ihthiraam’s opinion, if the neighborhood went through profound transformations, why
not the mosque too, and if such transformations involved specific requirements, why not meet
them too. After all, the price of shutting down the space was much higher anyway.

Theatrically, he proclaimed ‘the most important thing is to understand that there is no
strength nor power for transformations but from God.’ He repeated this phrase word by word
several times so that I could write it down exactly and understand what their precise meaning:
‘ya Allahu Akbar, God is the Greatest; the plans of the municipal government depend upon
such strength and power for transformations, even your interests and your questions depend
upon them; remember, there is nothing more true than that; everything is part of the plan;
nothing happens by chance.’

Moreover, he proclaimed, ‘equally important is to understand that God’s favorite deeds are
those that we perform regularly and consistently regardless of the circumstances, even when
such deeds are small’, which he also repeated word by word several times to ensure that I
wrote it down correctly and understood the meaning: ‘jazaka Allahu khairan, may God
reward us; in the case of the mosque, the sense of responsibility of simple, humble men for
improving the space regardless of the circumstances counts; everything counts, even when
small.’

Catalonia is the only region in Spain with a law to regulate the establishment of places of worship. Passed in
the regional government in 2009 as Llei 16/2009, this law delegates to municipal governments the responsibility
to regulate these settings based on security and public health requirements, which for example, include proper
fire exits and proper ventilation. Places of worship considered part of the Catalan cultural heritage such as
Catholic Churches are exempt from the compliance of these requirements, which affect places of worship of
religious minorities of relatively recent settlement in Catalonia such as Orthodox and Protestant Christians,
Muslims, Sikh, and Buddhists. For further information on these issues, see Guardia Hernández (2011) and
(Martínez-Ariño, Griera, García-Romeral, and Forteza 2011).
0
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The more notes I took, the more productive I felt. Using the small collection of pens and
pencils that I liked for this task made me feel like I was a scribe once again—like it was the
ultimate skill for registering conversations and Ihthiraam’s quotes, translations, and further
explanations. This was how, whether in an orderly and clear manner or scribbling, I realized
that these explanations revealed as much as they obscured and left several loose ends, issues
that seemed important and interesting, but that in my view remained rather unclear and
required further inquiry.

*

*

*

Like I announced in the beginning of this chapter, with the turn of the century, the War on
Terror burst onto the scene, with the Al-Qaida bombings of Madrid and London0 turning
Europe into one of the frontlines for a war fought with military and police forces, but also
through political discourse and media. Not surprisingly, much of the discourse pointed to a
Clash of Civilizations, the thesis regarding the supposed clash of cultures and peoples that,
given the shock produced by bombings and the trail of blood that they left, seemed irrefutable
and irremediable.

Suddenly, the mosques established across Europe raised through the heterogenous skylines
and sociocultural landscapes that then characterized the region. As I reviewed the literature
from this period, I realized the tremendous interest and the numerous suspicions that mosques
began generating among both scholarly and non-scholarly publics.0 On this occasion, I
realized for the first time that references of the time to Tariq ibn Ziyad were now plentiful,
systematic, and foreboding. Let me refer here to several of these references.
0
0

The Madrid bombings occurred in March 11, 2004, and the London bombings in July 7, 2005.
See for example Allievi (2009) and Göle et al. (2013).
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In a neighborhood where the numerous reformation projects of those years pursued social
integration through multiculturalism, several media outlets suggested that Tariq ibn Ziyad
would become the enemy of a such an agenda it fell into the wrong hands. In this regard, José
and Joaquín Barraquer’s refined and respectable patients from Saudi Arabia and the Persian
Gulf previously noted in La Vanguardia now seemed like the likely suspects for funding the
mosque to promote practices and discourses against such an agenda.0

During the second afternoon that Ihthiraam and I met at Tariq ibn Ziyad in May 2016, I
shared this information with him as soon as we sat down in the space upstairs. Stroking his
long henna-dyed beard, he remembered the protests that many residents in the neighborhood
organized in the surrounding streets, holding signboards with particularly nasty slogans—‘no
to petrodollars, no to terrorists, stop the occupation, go away from here, go home’
(‘petrodólares no, terroristas no, stop a la ocupación, marcharos de aquí, marcharos a
casa’)—while shouting them shamelessly and unabashedly.

I opened my field diary, laid out several of the pens and pencils that I usually had with me,
and suggested to Ihthiraam that I was particularly interested in understanding the ways in
which such regrettable protests and slogans impacted Tariq ibn Ziyad. Holding his topi, he
used a wrinkled handkerchief to wipe his forehead, and referred to numerous concerns and
tensions that the protests produced among those who frequented the mosque. Those
concerned were members of the community and part of the neighborhood, and like he
mentioned previously, all were tied to the same fate, whichever that fate was.

0

See for example Jordán (2009), and Rahola (2011).
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With a gesture, I suggested him to keep talking, to refer to the details regarding such concerns
and tensions, which I was particularly interested in. Putting on the topi, placing the wrinkled
handkerchief on the floor by his side, he responded, ‘there’s sufficient stuff for publishing
several books; which will make your writing even more strenuous and plodding; I’m just
warning you so from this point onwards you know.’ Meanwhile, I kept scribbling as fast as
possible, wondering at the same time what such a warning involved, what such a warning
meant.

*

*

*

Until this point, I tried to tell the story of the ways in which the evolving nature of Raval
shaped the relation between the neighborhood, Tariq ibn Ziyad, and those who frequented the
mosque. However, that very nature ended up tearing the story into pieces. The tensions
Ihthiraam referred to would reveal the numerous sides of the plot which indeed, like he
suggested, would make my writing even more strenuous and plodding. From this point
onwards, I will start unravelling such a plot by, thinking of the readers, outlining its
numerous sides.

The numerous protests and slogans referring to petrodollars, terrorists, and the occupation (by
Bangladeshis and Pakistanis) turned Tariq ibn Ziyad into the epicenter of the storm. This
prompted those who frequented the mosque to position themselves, through series of
strategies, to overcome the suspicions lodged against them. Specifically, such strategies,
which at that point seemed to transcend national identities, referred to the practices that could
be performed within the mosque, and the values and discourses stemming from them.
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In addition to performing prayers and reading, many suggested organizing lessons (referred
to as dars) and lectures (referred to as bayan) within the mosque to stress debate and dialogue
among those who frequented it. Rooted in South Asian Islam, a tremendously heterogeneous
universe in a tremendously heterogeneous region, such lessons and lectures and the emphasis
on debate and dialogue seemed universal values, and therefore, values that everyone would
understand and sympathize with, including residents in the neighborhood.

In addition to lessons and lectures, many suggested performing litanies with percussion and
harmonium music (referred to as qawwali) within the mosque to praisespiritual forefathers
and masters (referred to as pir) and stress fellowship and spirituality among those who
frequented it. Rooted in South Asian Islam, such litanies and music and the stress on
fellowship and spirituality, also seemed universal values, and therefore, values that everyone
would understand and sympathize with, including residents in the neighborhood.

Meanwhile, many suggested supporting the wide range of Barcelona’s political parties (from
the left-wing and the Social-Democrats to the Demo-Christians and the right-wing, whether
nationalist or not) within the mosque. Thus, support to such parties and political participation
seemed necessary to persuade residents in the neighborhood of the shared values outlined
above, and to overcome suspicions once and for all.

For Ihthiraam and others, however, these strategies seemed superficial and opportunistic.
While he shook his head from side to side, he suggested that this was precisely the reason
why he and others preferred performing prayers and reading in peace, which to them, was an
activity that had never harmed anybody nor would harm anybody in the future— ‘Allahu
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alam’ (‘God knows best, or ‘God knows better’)—even when some seemed to think
otherwise.

*

*

*

On a cold night of January 2008, the police entered Tariq ibn Ziyad and detained eleven
Pakistanis. These individuals were allegedly part of an Al-Qaida cell with links to the Taliban
in their country and responsible for plotting a series of bombings in Barcelona’s subway. The
police referred to this as the Cantata Operation (Operación Cantata), pointing to a twelfth
member of the cell who, warning of such bombings, turned into F1, the protected witness that
would provide the testimony necessary to keep the eleven detainees in custody until the trial
started.0

Meanwhile, the media revealed that the Tablighi Jamaat, an organization with origins in
South Asia and present across Europe, operated within Tariq ibn Ziyad to recruit Pakistanis
in Raval and send them for training with the Taliban in their country and supporting their
plotting of bombings in Barcelona when they returned. For the media, which of course, never
revealed their sources, these links seemed obvious and suggested the need for systematic
surveillance in the neighborhood, something that La Vanguardia implied before.

In November 2009, the trial started at the National Court (Audiencia Nacional) of Madrid,
with prosecutor Vicente González Mota stressing the importance of F1’s testimony, which
led Judge Javier Gómez Bermúdez to sentence the detainees to several years in prison. Thus,
with suspicions surrounding Tariq ibn Ziyad, the Tablighi Jamaat, and Pakistanis within the
For further information on the Cantata Operation, see López Bargados (2014) and Rivera Beiras, Prado,
Salellas, Martínez, Fernàndez, and López Bargados (2009).
0
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mosque, this case—referred to as the case of ‘the eleven of Raval’ (los once del Raval) in the
media—made the strategies to overcome suspicions turn to national identities.

For many Pakistanis, the support of organizations opposing the Tablighi Jamaat in their
country urgently necessary to, facing it in Raval, promote the practices and the values pointed
above, from debate and dialogue to fellowship and spirituality, and even political
participation among countrymen. The problem was that if the rumors were true, and the
Tablighi Jamaat really operated within Tariq ibn Ziyad, there would be no room for other
organizations within the mosque, and therefore, searching for other spaces seemed to be the
only alternative left.

For many Bangladeshis, the support of organizations opposing the Tablighi Jamaat seemed
urgently necessary too, but in their view, given the reputation of Pakistanis, their
organizations were not the most adequate for promoting the practices and the values pointed
above, and even less so political participation. Thus, if the rumors were true and Pakistanis
were searching for other spaces, Bangladeshis should also search for their own. Here begins a
new backdrop for my story, one of increasing fragmentation.

When referring to these issues, Ihthiraam suggested that others within Tariq ibn Ziyad,
including himself, preferred to maintain the unity and the integrity of the Muslim community
regardless of the national identities of its members. Keeping the mosque open, no matter the
cost, was the ultimate goal. Like he mentioned previously, he considered the cost of shutting
down the space to be much greater anyways. Sensing his fatigue, I placed my field diary,
pens, and pencils by my side on the floor. I kept looking at him in silence—I was pretty tired
as well.
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*

*

*

During the summer, some media identified F1 as a Pakistani human trafficker named Asim
Iqbal, searched in his country for selling residence and work permits to Pakistanis across
Europe and settled now in Raval, where he was a police informant. According to these media,
Iqbal received pressures from the police, which in turn, received pressures to obtain results
from its informant, precisely what led him to provide the testimony that unleashed the
Cantata Operation of January 2008.0

Meanwhile, I reviewed international think tank reports pointing to the networks of Tablighi
Jamaat for proselytizing (referred to as dawah), which supposedly served to recruit Pakistanis
for training them with the Taliban in their country.0 While these reports (which referred to the
organization as a Trojan horse), provided plentiful evidence for such networks, the evidence
regarding their malicious use were largely speculative and simply pointed to isolated cases
and crimes.

Either way, in a confidential interview that summer, Iqbal suggested that in addition to the
pressures from the police, he received pressures from prosecutor Vicente González Mota.
Therefore, throughout the trial of November 2009, he ended up ratifying the testimony that
served Judge Javier Gómez Bermúdez to sentence the detainees to several years in prison. In
Iqbal’s opinion, the case of the eleven of Raval was a setup, and the detainees, subsequently
deported to their country, were innocent on all counts.0

See for example El Diario.es and El Periódico de Cataluña, July 4, 2016, online version.
See for example Alexiev (2005) and Burki (2013), and in Spain, see Pascual (2009) and Reinares (2008).
0
Interview published on El Periódico de Cataluña, July 4, 2016, online version.
0
0
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The problem was that this interview provided no evidence to verify Iqbal’s new testimony.
Indeed, the new testimony was speculative too, so rumors regarding the ways in which the
Tablighi Jamaat operated within Tariq ibn Ziyad persisted. In this manner, for many
Pakistanis and Bangladeshis, the support of organizations to other spaces in the neighborhood
remained necessary, and in fact, like I would find out soon, such support and such spaces
were already underway. In any case, let me turn to Ihthiraam one more time before I
recapitulate.

When we spoke on the phone, Ihthiraam referred to the witch-hunt that rumors unleashed in
the neighborhood. In his opinion, these rumors would make Pakistanis and Bangladeshis
point to their respective shadows and accuse them of who knows what wrongdoings, of who
knows what crimes. For him and others within Tariq ibn Ziyad, this was precisely the reason
why, in the middle of such a witch-hunt, ignoring rumors seemed particularly important: ‘in
the end, there’s not much we can do beyond than that; beyond waiting patiently, so we’ll see
what happens.’

Thinking anthropologically, the witch-hunt Ihthiraam referred to resembled the logics of
witchcraft that anthropologists such as E. E. Evans-Pritchard (1976 [1937]) and Mary
Douglas (1970) studied: suspicions and rumors referring to perils sufficed to prove them true.
In other words, such perils did not require evidence to feel real, logic that seemed as
shattering as they seemed unfortunate—that is, I told Ihthiraam, ‘una lógica tan aplastante
como desafortunada.’0 Preceded by the promise to share the progress of my writing, by the
promise to stay in touch, the silence between us put an end to the phone call. That was the
last time we spoke that summer.

0

‘Although unfortunate, this seems an irrefutable logic.’
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*

*

*

It was, then, time to review my notes, time to recapitulate. In the new Raval, with the turn of
the century, the War on Terror and the Clash of Civilizations, with the Cantata Operation and
the case of the eleven of Raval as their local manifestations, were the ultimate forces shaping
the new landscape of the neighborhood. This was a landscape of war, of clash, and like
Ihthiraam suggested, of suspicions among residents in the neighborhood and of suspicions
and tensions between their Pakistani and Bangladeshi neighbors.

Tariq ibn Ziyad, the Tablighi Jamaat, and the organizations supporting the spaces (that I
would find out about soon) appeared to me like the pieces on a new game board, with their
respective strategies making the necessary moves to cope with the witch-hunt Ihthiraam
referred to. To think that this was the best place on earth for me, the Mediterranean paradise
where one could sense the warm breeze of the summer together with numerous visitors and
hipsters, where my friends and I enjoyed tapas and cañas and cans of beer for one euro each.

Either way, understanding such organizations and strategies, which remained rather unclear,
and therefore, the ways in which they shaped interactions between Pakistanis and
Bangladeshis in Raval, which remained rather unclear too, required further inquiry. For this
occasion, such an inquiry—initially through the review of the literature (both scholarly and
non-scholarly)—would reveal a whole universe that, exceeding the boundaries of the
neighborhood, would take me far away from it. Let’s see how and where in the chapters that
follow.
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PART TWO
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First Interlude: The Trip
When I left Barcelona for the second time, I returned to the United States to spend one more
year there. I was surrounded again by my graduate advisor, the members of my dissertation
committee, and the rest of my colleagues there. I saw this as a new opportunity to see
whether my story made sense to them. Some of my colleagues suggested that the discussion
of Pakistanis and Bangladeshis required a review of the literature on Islam in South Asia.
This would presumably provide information regarding the organizations supporting the
spaces that like I mentioned, I would soon find out more about in Raval.

Reviewing this literature opened the door to an incredible range of information spanning
precolonial to postcolonial periods in South Asia, including postcolonial and postindependence periods in Pakistan and Bangladesh. The question was, then, how to handle and
incorporate aspects of such an extensive literature into my story without getting lost in the
midst of such a complex process. One of the possible responses—and probably one of the
most practical responses—was to simply go step-by-step in chronological order.

As I waded through numerous volumes and articles written by historians and anthropologists
from the past few decades, I realized that the events and the circumstances that marked the
history of South Asia since the 1700s turned the region into an epicenter of Islamic
intellectual production. As I will show throughout the chapters that follow, the enterprises,
organizations, and values stemming from this intellectual production remain particularly
relevant to the present day. In fact, I would like to suggest that much of the output is more
relevant today than it ever has been.
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While migration networks and mass media technologies and infrastructures contributed to
spread these enterprises, organizations, and values across the globe, the circumstances that
marked the history of South Asia from the 1700s onward were crucial to their development.
In this manner, understanding the reasons and ways in which they spread across the globe,
even reaching Raval, involves understanding the forces underlying these developments. This
is precisely what I will outline throughout the chapters that follow. Let me explain how.

*

*

*

Like Mudassar had suggested, the paths of the Lord are mysterious, and this appeared to be
the case for me. Until that moment, my interest in South Asia had been mostly personal: my
wife—an Indian citizen—had moved to Delhi following her studies in Europe, so I had
visited her in Delhi several times. From that time onward, visiting her would provide me with
the opportunity to familiarize myself firsthand with many of the important sites mentioned in
the literature. This was a key opportunity to expand the boundaries of my story beyond
Raval.

I booked my plane tickets, purchased several maps of South Asia and Delhi, and I got ready
to travel there once again in the summer of 2017. On the flights, from Barcelona to Rome and
from Rome to Delhi, I scrutinized some of these maps to locate the sites that I planned to visit
on this occasion in the city and some of the surrounding towns in the state of Uttar Pradesh.
While I would not pursue systematic fieldwork at these sites, my visit would help illustrate
my story in the chapters that follow. It was an opportunity that I did not want to miss.
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When the pilot announced our descent into Delhi, I folded the maps and put them in my
backpack with the rest of my things. From the window seat, I looked outside: in the midst of
the dark night, a seemingly never-ending nebula of pollution and humidity. Several seconds
later we cleared the thickest depths of the smog to slide over the myriad incandescent lights
of the city. My window seat provided the unique opportunity to observe this never-ending
megalopolis from a unique perspective. I wondered what else was waiting for me to
rediscover through the new lenses provided by my research.
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Chapter Six: The Revival
The first morning I spent in Delhi, my wife and I took the yellow metro line in Malviya
Nagar, the neighborhood where she lived at the time. We continued up to Hauz Khas,
switched to the purple metro line, and from there we went up to Delhi Gate. Right at the exit,
we crossed the wide Asaf Ali Road, engulfed in a noisy sea of traffic and pedestrians. We
walked for a few meters more through Netaji Subhash Marg until we arrived at the sandstone
arch that gives its name to the metro stop. This was one of the southern entrances to the old
city (referred to as Purani Delhi or Shahjahanabad).

Figure 12. Delhi Gate

While standing there, I kept looking around without saying anything. Meanwhile, my wife
kept wondering what we were doing there at all. The reason was to visit the famous Jama
Masjid and the Red Fort of the Mughal emperors (referred to as Lal Qila) which required
walking through Netaji Subhash Marg since they were about a mile away. However, there
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was something there that I wanted to visit first on the left side of the sandstone arch: the
Munhadiyan, the resting place of Shah Waliullah Dehlawi, the character with which the
second part of the story begins.

When the English East India Company established in the Indian Subcontinent during the
1600s, it maintained the sovereignty of the Mughal emperors as a means of securing its
investments. Over a century later, in the 1700s, that sovereignty was merely nominal, which
not surprisingly, produced numerous concerns among many Islamic scholars (referred to as
ulama) across the Subcontinent. They wondered who—and in what ways and by what means
—would secure the unity and the integrity of Muslims in the region? One of the most
prominent of these scholars was Shah Waliullah Dehlawi.0

No other visitors were around as we walked into the Munhadiyan. My wife and I faced the
tomb of Shah Waliullah tomb covered in red petals. As a child, he enrolled in the Madrasa
Rahimiya of Delhi to master the Quran and the hadith (the Sayings and Deeds of Prophet
Muhammad). Once he graduated, he started to promote the teachings of these texts in
vernacular languages (i.e. Urdu and Bengali), which in his view, provided the grounds for the
proper performance of religious practices among Muslims in the Subcontinent, and therefore,
to secure their unity and integrity.

At that time of the year, the monsoon punished those who, like my wife and I, dared to spend
time outdoors in the morning. As we kept walking through Netaji Subhash Marg under the
sporadic clouds and rain with the scorching sun peeking out intermittently, I continued to tell
her this story. Eventually, we entered the old city, searching for shelter under the eaves of the
On the decay of the Mughals and Shah Waliullah’s political and religious role in the Islamic revival of the
1700s see Abbott (1962) and Habib (1960).
0
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grimy, cracked buildings until we finally made a left through Urdu Bazar Road. Amidst
copious cycle rickshaws0 and pedestrians, the Jama Masjid stood splendorous to the left and
the Red Fort of the Mughal emperors stood on the right.

Figure 13. Jama Masjid

With the decay of the Mughal emperors since the 1700s, these monuments0 turned into the
symbols of the Islamic revival (referred to as tajdid) that Shah Waliullah led over a century
later to secure the unity and integrity of Muslims across the Subcontinent. From the
beginning, scholars such as Shah Waliullah’s contemporary Nizamuddin Sehalwi joined this
revival, for example, elaborating the dars-e nizami—a syllabus for madrasas to systematize
the teaching of the Quran and the hadith in vernacular languages.

*

0
0

*

Three-wheeled passenger carts.
Sponsored by Mughal Emperor Shah Shahan in the mid-1600s.
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A few days earlier, I had emailed the guest house of the Darul Uloom, a well-known madrasa
in Deoband, a town in the state of Uttar Pradesh several hours north when traveling by road.
Our intention was to stay there while visiting the madrasa, which I read about before. The
guest house emailed me back immediately to share the phone number of someone named
Mawlana Abdulkadir, a faculty member fluent in English in charge of guiding us once we got
there. We were supposed to call him and wait for him right in front of the main gate in Rashid
Masjid Road, which we did.

While we waited, I kept telling my wife episodes of my story. In 1857, native sepoys of the
English East India Company took up arms against English officers for their grievances. This
event unleashed an anti-colonial revolt across the Subcontinent that was joined by the
Mughal emperor Bahadur Shah. Using the numerous alliances forged previously, the English
East India Company managed to smash the revolt over a year later, and in 1858, they
detained and deported the emperor to Burma and established the rule of Victoria, that is, the
rule of the crown.0

My wife knew these episodes well, so she asked me how they related to my story. With the
loss of their nominal sovereignty, the unity and the integrity of Muslims in the Subcontinent
seemed more jeopardized than ever. Thus, the teaching of the Quran and the hadith in
vernacular languages and the dars-e nizami syllabus became essential to secure the unity and
integrity of Muslims in the region. As a result, in 1867, Islamic scholars Imdadullah Muhajir
Makki, Rashid Ahmad Gangohi, and Muhammad Qasim Nantawi implemented a
straightforward version of that syllabus in the madrasa right in front of us.0
On the 1857-58 Revolt and its aftermath, see Anderson (2007) and Metcalf (1964).
Barbara Metcalf’s pathbreaking book Islamic Revival in British India (1982) and Muhammad Qasim Zaman’s
The Ulama in Contemporary Islam (2002) constitute the major references regarding the establishment of the
Darul Uloom of Deoband and its influence among madrasas across the globe. These are also the main references
I draw upon for these issues in this dissertation.
0
0
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Several minutes later, Mawlana Abdulkadir showed up amidst the teenage students in white
kurta pajamas and topis passing by. He looked like he was in his forties, with a long black
beard, a white turban (referred to as amama), and a black Nehru jacket0 on top of a white
thawb.0 He looked at my wife and greeted her kindly with a gesture. He then turned to me,
pronounced the usual protocolary, ‘assalam alaykum – walaykum assalam wa rahmatullahi
wa barakatuh’, and shook hands with me kindly as well.

Switching to English, which he indeed spoke fluently, Mawlana Abdulkadir told us to follow
him to the inside of the madrasa where like he told us, teenage students obtained training to
lead and teach their fellow Muslims following graduation. This was precisely the reason why,
since 1867, this and many other related madrasas became powerhouse of the Islamic revival
mentioned above, the settings where students obtained the training to lead such a revival.

Crossing a courtyard, Mawlana Abdulkadir motioned to the chancellor’s office0 on the right
side, and then we entered a hallway where there were open doors on both sides. Inside we
could see ceiling fans and moving slowly, teachers sitting on wooden dais, and younger
students sitting in rows in front of low wooden desks on the carpeted floors. With the Quran
and the hadith in mind, the entire point of obtaining training was simplicity, something that
he underlined numerous times throughout our visit.

The Nehru jacket is a vest with mandarin collar typical from South Asia and among South Asian men.
An ankle-length garment, normally with long sleeves and made of cotton, similar to a robe.
0
Abul Qasim Nomani is the current chancellor of the Darul Uloom of Deoband (referred to as muhtamim) and is
considered one of the most prominent Islamic scholars nowadays, both in South Asia and across the globe. For
further information on his work and influence, see The Muslim 500 (2020). During our visit to the madrasa,
Mawlana Abdulkadir took us to his office, where he had the opportunity to introduce ourselves and discuss our
visit briefly with him.
0
0
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Figure 14. Darul Uloom of Deoband

*

*

*

My wife and I returned to Delhi in the evening to immerse ourselves in the labyrinth of
narrow streets of Nizamuddin West, a predominantly Muslim neighborhood next to the
magnificent Humayun’s Tomb. Surrounded by stores selling biryani, fresh meats, and freshly
made sweets and by stores selling the Quran and hadith books, prayer rugs, and red petals,
the bustling crowd gobbled us up. There were men wearing kurtapajamas, women wearing
black niqabs and full-length abayas or colorful hijabs and shalwar kameez, and children
holding their mothers’ hands or simply wandering by themselves.

Moving in the midst of that crowd, a shopkeeper told us to take off our shoes and leave them
there while my wife took a scarf to cover her hair. We then passed by several beggars who
murmured asking for charity, and in a few steps, we arrived at the small rectangular courtyard
hosting the famous shrine of Nizamuddin Auliya (referred to as dargah), an Islamic scholar
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from the 1200s that gave name to the neighborhood.0 There were men performing litanies
with percussion and harmonium music while other men entered the shrine holding plates of
red petals, and women and children sat on the ground outside the shrine.

Figure 15. Shrine of Nizamuddin Auliya

For centuries, Islamic scholars in the Subcontinent visited shrines of spiritual forefathers and
masters, where they proclaimed themselves their spiritual heirs and performed similar litanies
and music to praise them. This was crucial for Sufism (referred to as tasawwuf, understood as
mysticism in Islam) and to secure the allegiance of disciples (referred to as bay’ah) to teach
the Quran and the hadith among them.0

On Nizamuddin Auliya’s work and influence, see for example Schimmel (1975), and on his shrine in Delhi,
see for example Dehlvi (2012).
0
Sufism in South Asia constitutes one of the most prolific literatures in Islam in South Asia. Two of the major
works in these themes and the issues mentioned above are Carl W. Ernst’s Eternal Garden (1992) and Katherine
Pratt Ewing’s Arguing Sainthood (1997).
0
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For many scholars from the Darul Uloom of Deoband and related madrasas, proclaiming
themselves the spiritual heirs of forefathers and masters was equally important, since they
also needed to secure the allegiance of their students. However, for these scholars, practices
such as visiting shrines to perform litanies and music were absent in the Quran and the
hadith, resembled the practices of non-Muslims and challenged the unity and integrity of
Muslims in the Subcontinent.0 The polemic had only started.

One of the most prominent scholars involved was Ahmad Riza Khan. Throughout the late
1800s and the early 1900s, he wrote numerous texts in vernacular languages pointing to how,
in his opinion, scholars warning against litanies and music offended spiritual forefathers and
masters. For him, only those who performed these practices were prepared to lead an Islamic
revival among Muslims in the Subcontinent, and of course, he and his disciples constituted
the best examples.0

As my wife and I witnessed the scene in front of us, I kept thinking about these issues and the
polemic stemming from them. Its façade, seemingly doctrinal, provided the terms through
which the scholars involved pursued the leadership of a revival across a tremendously
heterogeneous region, during particularly uncertain times. Meanwhile, the noise and myriad
of lights surrounding the courtyard and the shrine turned it into one of the most special places
in Delhi, so I let myself go.

*

*

*

Historically, many South Asian Sufis have considered that Deobandi scholars prioritized texts over Sufi rites
and practices, and therefore, that these scholars pursued a reform against Sufism. However, in her Islamic
Revival in British India Barbara D. Metcalf (1982) provides detailed description of the Sufi training received by
many Deobandis scholars. Thus, Brannon D. Ingram (2018) suggests that rather than prioritizing texts over Sufi
rites and practices, Deobandi scholars provided a textual basis for these rites and practices, and therefore, that
rather than a reform against Sufism, they sought a reform within Sufism.
0
On the work and influence of Ahmad Riza Khan and his disciples see Sanyal (1996 and 2005).
0
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Several days later, we returned to Nizamuddin West in the evening. This time we, had a new
purpose. In addition to the shrine of Nizamuddin Auliya, the neighborhood hosted the wellknown world headquarters of the Tablighi Jamaat (referred to as markaz, literally,
‘headquarters’ or ‘center’).0 Amidst of the labyrinth of narrow streets, several concrete
buildings stained by pollution and dust stood imposingly among the countless stores and
bustling crowds.

Over the years, in addition to the shrine of Nizamuddin Auliya, the headquarters of the
Tablighi Jamaat was the powerhouse of the economy and commerce in the neighborhood.
Specifically, this article suggested that the countless stores and guest houses in the area
survived, in large part, because of the numerous visitors that this headquarters received:
mostly men dressed in white kurta pajamas, turbans, and topis. The question was, then, who
were these men exactly?

While scholars of the Darul Uloom of Deoband and related madrasas managed to secure the
allegiance of numerous students, some of these scholars raised concerns regarding their reach
among Muslims with no access to these madrasas. One stood out above the rest: Muhammad
Ilyas Kandhlawi.0 Since the 1920s, he instructed his students to form groups to travel across
the Subcontinent and in addition to provide basic training, warn against practices that like
litanies and music remained pervasive.

On the origins of the Tablighi Jamaat see Sikand (2000), and on the global expansion of the organization, see
Masud et al. (2000).
0
Along with the information provided by Sikand (2000) and Haq (1972), Abul Hasan Ali Nadvi published a
famous biography titled Life and Mission of Mawlana Muhammad Ilyas (1993). Abul Hasan Ali Nadvi was one
of Muhammad Ilyas Kandhlawi’s contemporaries, one of the leaders of the Tablighi Jamaat in the mid-1900s,
and one of the most prominent figures in South Asian Islam in the 1900s. For more information on his work and
influence, see Shah (2018).
0

93

Throughout those years, many of the Muslims that these groups interacted with, and who in
many cases welcomed them with open arms, started to refer to them as the Tablighi Jamaat
(literally, ‘Groups for Proselytizing’), or simply as the jamaat. Given their positive reception
and the wide networks that these jamaat managed to weave through trade and migration
routes across the Subcontinent, Muhammad Ilyas Kandhlawi and his students decided to
establish a headquarters for coordinating and instructing new jamaat. Their motto was the
word (kalimah), debate, and dialogue.0

As one of the epicenters of trade and migration routes, Delhi was the perfect location, and as
one of the epicenters for Muslims in the city, there was no better neighborhood than
Nizamuddin West. In fact, if coordinating and instructing jamaat to warn against pervasive
practices such as litanies and music was the ultimate goal, the neighborhood was a
particularly suitable place to start and gather supporters for such an enterprise.

Thus, since 1927, the concrete buildings in front of us became the burgeoning center of
jamaat from across the Subcontinent and that stayed in the nearby guest houses to receive
instructions to then return to their places of origin. The image par excellence of these jamaat
was a series of men wearing white kurta pajamas, turbans, and topis and holding their travel
bags—precisely what my wife and I witnessed that evening. For those part of it, that image
signaled their commitment to their fellow Muslims, but for others, it would appear as a threat.

*

*

*

As Metcalf (2003) and Sikand (1999) noted, debate between scholars, leaders, and members of different
religious communities in the Subcontinent was highly common at the time. For this reason, one of the goals of
the Tablighi Jamaat was providing members of the jamaat with skills for debate.
0
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One evening, the heavy monsoon rains caught me unexpectedly while I was walking in the
surroundings of the Kali-Badi Masjid in Malviya Nagar—the neighborhood where my wife
lived at the time. Since an umbrella is often useless against these heavy rains, I entered a
nearby small Islamic bookstore for shelter. Following the usual protocolary ‘assalam
alaykum – walaykum assalam wa rahmatullahi wa barakatuh’, I started looking through the
books on the wooden shelves.

In addition to the Quran and hadith books in Urdu and Bengali, I found numerous books and
booklets in these languages that referred to spiritual forefathers and masters—from
Nizamuddin Auliya to Ahmad Riza Khan. Leafing through some of these booklets, I realized
that they specifically referred to litanies and music for praising such forefathers and masters:
verses of love and longing toward them, and verses pertaining to a yearning for their
sympathy and blessings – ‘mohe suhagan kini re mose naina milayke’ (‘you’ve made me a
radiant bride with just one glance of your enchanting eyes’).0

In any case, these booklets resembled many of the texts from the late 1800s and the early
1900s that Ahmad Riza Khan wrote in vernacular languages to promote such litanies and
music. These were the kinds of texts that he and his disciples would distribute among their
fellow Muslims. The problem was that throughout those years, in addition to not having
access to madrasas, many of the Muslims that these works were intended for—like the
farmers in small towns and villages in the countryside—could not read even in vernacular
languages.
This is one of the verses of Amir Khusro’s famous poem (or ghazal) Chhaap Tilak Sab Chheeni (‘You have
taken away everything from me’), dedicated to his master and contemporary Nizamuddin Auliya. It is also one
of the most popular poems in South Asian Sufism. It is often performed at Nizamuddin Auliya’s shrine and has
also been performed by famous Pakistani qawwali artists Arbida Parveen, Rahat Fateh Ali Khan and Nusrat
Fateh Ali Khan. Amir Khusro was one of Nizamuddin Auliya’s contemporaries and disciples and his shrine is
located in the same courtyard in Nizamuddin West. For further information on his work and influence, see
Ansari et al. (1975) and Sharma (2005).
0
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While the spread of Ahmad Riza Khan’s texts remained limited to his disciples and their
circles, the Tablighi Jamaat and the jamaat spread widely across the Subcontinent, and with
the independence and partition of India and Pakistan in 1947 they spread across their national
borders. In this situation, the question became how to confront the jamaat by reaching those
who could not read even in vernacular languages. The response to this question, even if
obvious for me that evening, would take several decades to come to fruition.

Proclaiming themselves spiritual heirs of Ahmad Riza Khan in 1981, Muhammad Ilyas Qadri
and his disciples established Dawat-e Islami (‘Invitation to Islam’) to confront the Tablighi
Jamaat and the jamaat inPakistan. To that end, they mimicked the strategies of the jamaat,
using headquarters in the Eissa Nagri neighborhood of Karachi to instruct groups of
supporters to travel across Pakistan, and following the motto of the word, debate and
dialogue, promote litanies and music across the country.0

Immersed in these thoughts, I heard the text tone of my phone warning me that I was running
late (as usual). My wife and I were supposed to meet one of her former roommates for dinner
at home, so I randomly selected several of the booklets that I had been leafing through, put
them on the wooden counter to pay, and searched for some banknotes in the pockets of my
trousers. When I went out to the street, I heard the text tone again. I was running really late
and really needed to hurry up. Fortunately, there were just a few raindrops falling.

*

*

*

For further information on Dawat-e Islami and Muhammad Ilya Qadri, see Gugler (2011) and The Muslim 500
(2020).
0
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The competition between the Tablighi Jamaat and Dawa-e Islami reproduced during the
decades that followed—especially in Pakistan and through the interactions between their
respective supporters in the country. The problem was that the literature and the booklets that
I had selected (replete with verses such as the one I quoted above) provided limited insights
regarding these interactions and how the word, debate, and dialogue looked, and felt like in
each case.

Following dinner, my wife’s former roommate left, so I decided to sit in front of my laptop
on one of the sofas in the living room to search for relevant and timely resources related to
these issues. The numerous links to videos uploaded on social media profiles and personal
blogs popped up on my browser. Scrolling through these links, the images that accompanied
them showed the faces of the same men. I opened two of them in new tabs and prepared
several pens and pencils to scribble notes on a page I tore out a notebook.

This was how, on a social media profile, I started to watch a video of Mawlana Tariq Jameel,
a prominent Pakistani Tablighi Jamaat representative, a man in his sixties with a long black
beard, a white turban, and a black Nehru jacket on top of a white thawb.0 Referring to the
Quran and the hadith in a sober Urdu, he used his hands to point towards the hundreds of
men sitting in front of him on the floor, and regulated his tone and pace with short sentences
and short intervals between them—a style that effectively kept my attention for several
minutes.

0

For more information on his work and influence, see The Muslim 500 (2020).
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Figure 16. Mawlana Tariq Jameel, video uploaded on one of his social media profiles

I could hear my wife speaking from the bedroom as I switched tabs and started watching a
video of Muhammad Ilyas Qadri from Dawat-e Islami: a man in his sixties with a long
henna-dyed beard, a green turban, and a maroon scarf draped over his shoulders over a white
thawb. Referring to the Quran and the hadith in a poetic Urdu, he gestured with his hands,
opening them widely towards the hundreds of men sitting in front of him on the floor,
modulating the tone and pace through occasional shouting and sobs—a style that also kept
my attention for several minutes.
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Figure 17. Muhammad Ilyas Qadri, video uploaded on one of his social media profiles

Intrigued by the differences in the bodily and discursive manners of the speakers, I started to
scan forward through both videos until I saw that both speakers referred to these very
manners and criticized each other for resorting to them to fool their fellow Muslims. In
addition to quoting the Quran and the hadith, their goal seemed centered on obtaining support
from the hundreds of men sitting on the floor in front of them and the thousands of potential
online viewers while simultaneously discrediting each other among these publics.

Of course, these were only two out of hundreds, even thousands of videos related to the
Tablighi Jamaat and Dawat-e Islami that were probably available online. However, given the
prominence of the speakers, they provided further insights regarding how the emphasis on the
word, debate, and dialogue looked and felt like in each case. Hearing my wife speaking from
the bedroom once more, I finished scribbling these thoughts on the page beside me and put it
inside my laptop before I powered it off and closed it. It was half past midnight and it seemed
time to go to bed.
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The next morning, we woke up at a decent time and got ready for breakfast. We prepared
something fast and easy: a cup of coffee with milk, several slices of toasted bread with butter
and cheese, several pieces of fresh fruit, and a glass of some multifruit juice. With the story
that I have told throughout this chapter, and the videos that I had watched the night before in
mind, I sat on one of the sofas in the living room once more. While holding my cup of coffee,
I returned to the literature and the booklets that I recently purchased and spread them out on
the sofa and the table in front of me.

Leafing through these sources yet again, I reviewed the notes that I had scribbled the night
before. At that moment, I found it particularly striking how frequently these booklets
referenced the unity and the integrity of Muslims in the Subcontinent. However, there was a
remarkable disconnect between specific views regarding the ways to secure such unity and
integrity. Similarly, the clash between such views poured fuel to the fire—reproducing the
fragmentation of Muslims in the region and even exacerbating such fragmentation.

To properly address this issue, let me continue with the story from 1981—the very point in
which I left the story when I exited the small Islamic bookstore in front of the Kali-Badi
Masjid in Malviya Nagar to join my wife and her former roommate for dinner the evening
before. Like I will explain in the next chapter, the events that would take place in Pakistan,
the rest of South Asia, and the rest of the world throughout the years and decades that
followed would produce a profound impact on my story. Let’s see how.
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Chapter Seven: The Turmoil
When leafing through travel magazines and scrolling through blogs online, one usually sees
reports referring to cities hosting numerous small bookstores that gather both avid local
readers and foreign visitors. In this regard, Delhi is one of these cities, with numerous small
bookstores selling novels and essays in English that attract foreign visitors such as myself.
One of the places known for this is the Khan Market, where following breakfast and a half an
hour ride on auto rickshaw, I spent several hours that morning. It was here that I bumped into
Mahmood Mamdani’s famous Good Muslim, Bad Muslim (2005) which I ended up buying.

Throughout the book, Mamdani explains that when Portuguese colonies in southern Africa
obtained their independence in the 1970s, the Soviet Union and the United States engaged in
a series of proxy wars whereby they provided native groups with weapons to take power.
With the Cold War going on in the background, providing weapons involved underground
funding, precisely what maintained the Cold War in such a state as the two superpowers
feared direct confrontation and its potential consequences. The question became how to
obtain such funding and secure it for years.

As Mamdani explains, the Soviets occupied Afghanistan since 1979 and sponsored a secular,
socialist government that among other things, turned the country into one of the biggest
producers and distributors of opium and heroin in the world. Not surprisingly, the CIA started
a plan to overthrow this government, but as in the case of the proxy wars in southern Africa,
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the Agency needed a native group to do so as well as a reason to persuade that group that the
mission was worth their struggle.0

With India refusing to play any role, the CIA immediately turned to Pakistan, where General
Muhammad Zia ul-Haq and his intelligence services provided the necessary permission to
recruit and train individuals to fight the Soviets in Afghanistan. The Agency referred to the
recruits as freedom fighters, but they referred to themselves as the mujahideen, that is, those
engaged in jihad, in this case understood as an armed struggle against foreign occupying
forces. Needless to say, madrasas were particularly suitable environments for recruitment
among their students—a key element of this story.

Given the strong wager and investment of the Darul Uloom of Deoband and related madrasas
in teaching the Quran and the hadith, as well as their predominance in Pakistan, many of
those who turned into the mujahideen happened to be their own students.0While these issues
seemed unimportant to the CIA, they would provide those opposing such madrasas (and by
extension, the Tablighi Jamaat and the jamaat, their proselytizing allies) with new reasons for
confronting them in Pakistan, the rest of South Asia, and the rest of the world.

Exiting the small bookstores of the Khan Market with my new acquisition, I kept thinking of
these issues while walking through the wide Subramania Bharati Marg surrounded by traffic,
noise, and pedestrians. Then I made a left through the wide Max Mueller Marg, and then a
right through Joseph Stein Lane until I entered the famous Lodhi Gardens, a large city park
replete with trees, nurseries, and Muslim medieval tombs. As I kept walking inside the park, I

In addition to Mamdani’s book, on the CIA motives, the collaboration with Pakistan and the recruitment see
Coll (2004) and Hilali (2005).
0
On the past of the Taliban as madrasa students, see Metcalf (2002) and Rashid (2000).
0
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came upon a shady spot to sit and continue reading amidst the families spending time there
that morning.

Figure 18. Lodhi Gardens

*

*

*

Following the withdrawal of the Soviets from Afghanistan in 1989, the mujahideen persisted
in their armed struggle to overthrow the government and mobilized their forces from several
provinces with the CIA’s complacency until reaching Kabul to lay siege on the city and take
power in 1992. While they formed the new government, the disputes between them and the
tribesmen supporting them for the control over opium and heroin production and distribution
routes unleashed the fierce civil war that devastated much of the country throughout the years
that followed.0

For further information on the war in Afghanistan after the withdrawal of the Soviet, see Coll (2004) and
Saikal (2004).
0
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Funded by former CIA collaborator, Saudi businessman, and millionaire Osama bin Laden,
the Taliban (the term referring to their time studying in madrasas in Pakistan) stood out above
the rest of the mujahideen. Reaching Kabul, they put the city under siege once more before
taking power in 1996. While they formed the new government, they pursued rigorous views
of Islam and the vindictive, ruthless, and relentless repression of their opponents and those
who differed from such views. This prolonged the devastation mentioned above throughout
the years that followed.

While sitting on the grass and reclined against a tree in the shade, I progressed rapidly
through the book. Mamdani interspersed the telling of this story with series of reflections
worth mentioning here. On the one hand, he suggested that the politics of the Cold War—
from the proxy wars in southern Africa to the struggle against the Soviets in Afghanistan—
and the CIA’s subsequent complacency towards the mujahideen proved key for
understanding the Taliban’s government and repression: in his opinion, a tragic outcome of
contemporary politics.

On the other hand, however, he suggested that the horror with which international media
reported on these issues eclipsed reflections like his, thus producing a profound impact in the
ways in which scholarly and non-scholarly publics in the United States and the rest of the socalled West perceived the Taliban’s government and repression. For these publics, the tragic
outcome of the visceral, quintessentially premodern struggle to stop progress, modernity, and
democracy was something that the long trail of blood that such struggle made irrefutable.

With the Darul Uloom of Deoband and many other related madrasas linked to these issues,
those opposing such madrasas (and by extension, their proselytizing allies: the Tablighi
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Jamaat and the jamaat) proclaimed themselves the remedy against the spread of terror
Pakistan. In other words, these seemed to be the necessary conditions for Dawat-e Islami and
the groups it instructed to spread their influence among fellow Muslims across the country by
promoting litanies and music and stressing the fellowship and spirituality stemming from
them.

In the midst of these thoughts, a soccer ball rolled up to me, and when I lifted my eyes, I saw
a child walking towards me to get it. A few meters behind him, his mother called him, and
apologized in Pashto—the language of the thousands of refugees that settled in Delhi
throughout the 1980s and especially the 1990s and the 2000s.0 With a smile and a gesture, I
got back to my thoughts, using my phone to take a few notes. Finally, I was using a device to
type my notes so that I could easily understand them afterwards.

*

*

*

Like references to progress, modernity, and democracy, the reference to fellowship and
spirituality was far from new in Pakistan. In fact, these terms and the values stemming from
them popularized during the years of General Muhammad Zia ul-Haq’s military rule in the
country. As it is well-known, this rule involved the detention, imprisonment, and execution of
former Prime Minister Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto and numerous opponents. This was something that
—like would happen in Afghanistan through the complacency of the CIA—produced
considerable distress among the population.0

On the exodus, presence and status of Afghan refugees in Delhi, see Bose (2004) and Chimni (2003).
On the end of Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, Zia ul-Haq’s regime and US-Pakistan relations during this regime, see
Hilali (2005) and McMahon (1994).
0
0
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Just as Muhammad Ilyas Qadri and his disciples proclaimed themselves to be the spiritual
heirs of Ahmad Riza Khan in 1981 when they established Dawat-e Islami, Muhammad Tahir
ul-Qadri and his disciples proclaimed themselves to be the spiritual heirs of Ahmad Riza
Khan when they established Minhaj ul-Quran (‘Path of the Quran’).0 Similarly, they used
their headquarters in Lahore to promote litanies and music and stress the fellowship and
spirituality stemming from them, the necessary values to stress the need for progress,
modernity, and democracy, which given the circumstances, seemed particularly urgent.

In response, General Muhammad Zia ul-Haq suggested the possibility of organizing general
elections with no political parties—only independent candidates like himself. Given his links
with the mujahideen—called freedom fighters during those years—he proclaimed himself the
protector of Islam in Pakistan and equated his opponents with the enemies of Islam (like were
the Soviets). Of course, many of these opponents immediately denounced such a dialectic,
which they referred to as a perverse stratagem for perpetuating military rule in the country.0

Consider for instance the words of former Prime Minister Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto’s daughter
Benazir Bhutto that she pronounced in front of her supporters at that time:

“Do not be frightened. This is for our people, for our poor, for our children, so
they do not live in poverty and disease. Struggle for your parliament, for your
constitution, so that the decisions are taken for the poor people and not for the
junta and its stooges.”0

For further information on Minhaj ul-Quran, see Morgahi (2013), and on Muhammad Tahir ul-Qadri, see The
Muslim 500 (2020).
0
On Zia ul-Haq’s claims on Islam as a definitory element of his rule in Pakistan, see Ahmad (1996) and Hussain
(1994).
0
Quoted on Mushtaq (2015:111).
0
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In any case, the general elections of 1985 and the fraudulent vote counting provided the junta
with the necessary conditions for the CIA and the mujahideen to pursue their struggle against
the Soviets in Afghanistan while the Pakistani intelligence services perpetuated military rule
for several more years. Surrounded by numerous conspiracy theories, only the death of
General Muhammad Zia ul-Haq in an airplane crash near the city of Bahawalpur in 1988 put
an end to military rule.0 Following a transition period, Benazir Bhutto proclaimed herself
victorious in the general elections that very year.

Using my phone to search online, several images popped up in the browser: Benazir Bhutto
surrounded by jubilant, cheering crowds; and scrolling further down, Bhutto and Muhammad
Tahir ul-Qadri and his disciples rallying together. These were new times in Pakistan, a time
for Benazir Bhutto, Muhammad Tahir ul-Qadri, and Minhaj ul-Quran to promote progress,
modernity, and democracy in the country through political participation. Suddenly, the
grumbling of my stomach took me back to the present. I stood up between the families
spending time in the park and got ready to look for a place to have lunch.

*

*

*

Riding in an auto rickshaw, I went up to the wide Mustafa Kemal Ataturk Road and made a
left through the wide Shatipath of Chanakyapuri, the necessary detour to pass by the Pakistan
High Commission to the left and the United States Embassy on the right. Throughout the
1990s, the tensions between Benazir Bhutto and the military and intelligence services that
resented her produced tremendous turmoil in which she and Nawaz Sharif succeeded each
other through several general elections while the relations with the United States worsened.0
0
0

On conspiracy theories regarding Zia ul-Haq’s death, see Ali (2018) and Ghosh (2013).
On US-Pakistan relations during Benazir Bhutto’s government, see Goldberg and Ambinder (2011).

107

Amidst this turmoil, in 1999, General Parvez Musharraf took power through a coup d’état
and renewed ties with the CIA by facilitating its operations across the border in Afghanistan,
where the Taliban’s government was already out of control. On September 11, 2001, the AlQaida’s attacks on the World Trade Center of New York City and the Pentagon in
Washington DC—planned under the Taliban’s government in Afghanistan—further
strengthened that feeling, thus unleashing the War on Terror.0

While Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif denounced the systematic violations of human rights
in Pakistan from exile, General Parvez Musharraf folded to the pressure. Amidst demands for
progress, modernity, and democracy, he let Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif return to the
country in 2007. However, only Benazir Bhutto’s tragic death in a mysterious bombing attack
while she was rallying with her supporters in Rawalpindi opened the door for the general
elections of 2008.0 Her collaborator Yousaf Raza Gillani proclaimed himself victorious with
the support of her former opponent, Nawaz Sharif.

Still riding the auto rickshaw, I arrived at the end of the wide Shatipath of Chanakyapuri,
passed by the Canada High Commission to the right, precisely the country where Muhammad
Tahir ul-Qadri and his disciples went into exile during the years of General Parvez
Musharraf’s rule. Observing Benazir Bhutto’s tragic death from Canada, Tahir ul-Qadri
published the Fatwa on Terrorism and Suicide Bombing in 2010—the Minhaj ul-Quran text
in English that condemned the Taliban government and al-Qaida attacks as well as the
systematic violations of human rights in Pakistan.0
On US-Pakistan relations during Musharraf’s rule and the road to September 11, see Wright (2007).
For an extensive discussion on conspiracy theories regarding Benazir Bhutto’s death, see Muñoz (2014).
0
A fatwa is an Islamic non-binding legal opinion produced by one or more Islamic scholars in relation to
specific issues. A fatwa is normally based on previous jurisprudence (fiqh), in turn based on the Quran and the
hadith.
0
0
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Surrounded by his disciples, supporters and media, Tahir ul-Qadri made the following
statement during the presentation of the text in London:

“Terrorism is terrorism, violence is violence and it has no place in Islamic
teaching and no justification can be provided for it, or any kind of excuses of ifs
or buts. The world needs an absolute, unconditional, unqualified and total
condemnation of terrorism and any kind of violence.”0

Needless to say, these words and the text itself strengthened his popularity and that of his
disciples and supporters in Pakistan, and therefore, Minhaj ul-Quran’s position to oppose the
Tablighi Jamaat and the jamaat in the country together with Dawat-e Islami. Immersed in
these thoughts, my ride ended in the Hauz Khas Village while the grumbling of my stomach
brought me back to the present once again. I was starving, so after taking only a few steps, I
entered one of the many restaurants in the neighborhood.

*

*

*

When Yousaf Raza Gillani proclaimed himself victorious in the general elections of 2008, the
so-called blasphemy laws were one of the major issues the new government needed to
contend with. Stemming from the constitution of 1973, these laws punished blasphemy
against recognized religions, but throughout the years, they ended up fueling the violence
within and between these religions.0 When researching these issues online, I came across
some information that very much overlapped with my story.
0
0

Quoted on Kernis (2010).
On the controversies surrounding Pakistan’s Blasphemy laws see Julius (2016) and Siddique and Hayat (2008).
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Everything started in 2009, when the police detained a Christian Catholic woman named
Aasiya Noreen (popularly known as Asia Bibi) under charges of insulting the Prophet
Muhammad when she was harvesting farmlands where she and her family resided near the
city of Sheikhupura. While she denied these charges, the testimonies provided by numerous
witnesses served the judge of Sheikhupura in charge of the case to sentence her to death by
hanging. Many Islamic scholars welcomed this sentence, which the Supreme Court in
Islamabad ratified.0

In response, in 2010, the Governor of the Punjab province Salman Taseer pointed to the
systematic misuse of the so-called blasphemy laws, which appeared rather obvious in Aasiya
Noreen’s case given the inconsistencies of the testimonies. Thus, he suggested the possibility
of commuting Noreen’s sentence, or even asking Yousaf Raza Gillani to pardon her. Not
surprisingly, these statements immediately unleashed the outrage of numerous Islamic
scholars and their supporters, who organized protests across the country.0

Amidst these circumstances, in 2011, a policeman named Mumtaz Qadri shot Taseer to death
when he walked in the Kohsar Market neighborhood of Islamabad. While Taseer’s
bodyguards immediately detained Mumtaz Qadri, he proclaimed himself a supporter of
Dawat-e Islami and referred to his crime as an act in defense of Islam and Prophet
Muhammad. Either way, when the anti-terrorism court sentenced him to death by hanging in
2016, thousands of people participated in his funeral in Rawalpindi and proclaimed him a
martyr of Islam (referred to as shaheed).

0
0

For further details on Noreen’s case, see Carbert and Farooqi (2019) and Farmer (2018).
For further details on Taseer’s case, see Hanif (2011) and Walsh (2009).
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With the Fatwa on Terrorism and Suicide Bombing in mind, the response of Minhaj ul-Quran
warned of Dawat-e Islami’s turn towards violence and stressed that the unjustifiable crime of
Mumtaz Qadri did not make him a martyr of Islam, but rather a criminal. Thus, the turmoil
that characterized Pakistan in the years leading up to and including the present case revealed
the fissures that had formed between former allies to oppose the Tablighi Jamaat and the
jamaat in Pakistan.

Suddenly, a waiter arrived bringing the plates that I had ordered when I entered the restaurant
—several naan with some chicken and some spicy gravy—so I continued using my phone to
take notes, which like I mentioned, allowed me to easily understand them afterwards. The
next step would be returning home to continue my online investigation into the fissures that I
just referred to, which without any doubt, complicated my story as much as they made it
more interesting, not only for myself, but hopefully for the readers as well.

*

*

*

Minhaj ul-Quran’s presence online was overwhelming. Sitting in front of my laptop on one of
the sofas in the living room, I realized that unlike the Tablighi Jamaat and Dawat-e Islami—
which relied on social media profiles and personal blogs—Minhaj ul-Quran relied also on
sophisticated websites. On the front page of one of these websites, I found numerous sections
for history, publications, events, media, donations, and contact. Without thinking twice, I
clicked on media, and numerous links to videos began popping up.

Scrolling up and down through these links, I realized that, not surprisingly, most of the
images that accompanied them showed the face of Muhammad Tahir ul-Qadri. However,
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many of the descriptions that accompanied these links and images described him as ‘Shaykh
ul-Islam (understood as noble master or leader of Islam), Doctor Muhammad Tahir ul-Qadri.’
These honorifics seemed promising, so I opened one of them on a new tab and prepared
several pens and pencils to scribble notes on the other side of the page I had used the night
before.

Suddenly, Tahir ul-Qadri appeared on the video, sitting in front of a wooden desk with
several hardcover volumes and bouquets of colorful flowers laying on top of it. He was a man
in his sixties with a well-trimmed white beard, a red and white shami cap,0 silver-framed
glasses, and a black thawb with thin grayish lines. Referring to the Quran and the hadith in a
sober but simultaneously poetic Urdu, he gestured with his hands, opening them widely
towards the hundreds of men sitting in front of him on the floor, modulating his tone and the
pace through occasional shouting and sobs.

Figure 19. Muhammad Tahir ul-Qadri, video uploaded to the Minhaj ul-Quran website
Shami caps are originally Turkish and widely used by Turkish and Central Asian Sufis. It is also a cap often
used by Muhammad Tahir ul-Qadri.
0
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Needless to say, these bodily and discursive manners felt very familiar, but the intensity that
characterized them in this case felt particularly striking, and kept my attention for several
minutes until I heard my wife speaking from the bedroom as she had done the night before. I
skipped forward while scribbling notes on the page next to me. Thus, I heard Tahir ul-Qadri
referring to the need of such an intensity to dealing with the numerous threats lurking among
Muslims, including Dawat-e Islami’s turn towards violence.

Thinking of the turmoil that characterized Pakistan throughout those years and how it created
rifts between former allies to oppose the Tablighi Jamaat and the jamaat in Pakistan, my
impression while watching this video was that such rifts had a performative nature. In fact,
my impression was that presumably, they depended very much upon that performative nature,
especially if the whole point was to obtain the support of thousands of potential online
viewers to oppose the jamaat once and for all.

I put the page of notes inside my laptop, shut it down, and closed it. I felt like the time in
Delhi that I spent visiting Deoband and reviewing the literature had provided me with
valuable information to apply to my research in Raval. In other words, I felt like such
information and the insights stemming from it would shed light on the rest of my story once I
was back in Raval. It was half past midnight again, so before testing my wife’s patience any
further, I headed to the bedroom to go to bed. I needed to go to the airport the next morning.

*

*
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*

Throughout these chapters, I referred to how the presence of the English East India Company
and the subsequent establishment of the rule of Victoria in the Subcontinent produced
numerous concerns among many Islamic scholars regarding the unity and the integrity of
Muslims in the region. In this manner, I referred to how—in a tremendously heterogeneous
region, and during particularly uncertain times—such concerns unleashed an Islamic revival
and the pursuit of leadership among Islamic scholars.

Moreover, I focused on the ways in which, paradoxically, the quest for unity and integrity
among Muslims in the Subcontinent as well as the pursuit of leadership—which stressed
specific practices and values stemming from them—produced an enormous fragmentation
between Muslims in the region. Similarly, I focused on the ways in which the turmoil that
characterized Pakistan since its independence until well into the twenty-first century
consolidated in series of organizations—from the Tablighi Jamaat to Dawat-e Islami and
Minhaj ul-Quran—that exacerbated such fragmentation.

The question was, therefore, how the story that I have told throughout these chapters
informed the spaces that I would find out about soon in Raval. Specifically, I wanted to know
how the organizations supporting such spaces—the Tablighi Jamaat, and presumably, Dawate Islami and Minhaj ul-Quran—obtained support among those who frequented the spaces
where they operated in Raval. During my flight to Barcelona, I started to think of specific
practices and values and the specific bodily and discursive manners stemming from them.
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PART THREE
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Second Interlude: The Return
Once I got to Barcelona, I moved to a studio in Raval and prepared to resume my fieldwork
there. I began several days later, on the afternoon of August 14, and set out for the Pareshan
Rambla—the main corridor of the neighborhood—and an excellent stage and time to start.
Together with the municipal government, the Pakistan Consulate and several of the cultural
associations that it sponsored, organized a celebration for Pakistan’s independence day
(referred to as yawm-e azadi, ‘freedom day’), which involved the installation of promotional
stands across the boulevard.

The balconies of older and newer buildings revealed an interesting mosaic of ‘the Orient at
home.’ There were plentiful national flags of Pakistan with its characteristic star and a
crescent in the middle, and numerous white banners suspended that carried slogans that read:
‘we want a dignified neighborhood – Raval can’t take it anymore’ (‘volem un barri digne – el
Raval ja no aguanta més’). Surrounded by such a mosaic, one of the promotional stands drew
my attention when read: ‘intercultural point, everyone welcome,’ (‘punt intercultural, tots
benvinguts’) at the head of a white tent where I saw a pile of newspapers sitting on top of a
desk.

I stood there at the desk and opened some of the newspapers to read the headlines of texts
written in Urdu and followed by publicity for legal consultation offices, travel agencies,
restaurants, and small grocery stores that handled money transfers and products from
Pakistan. Flipping back to the front page, I read ‘Hamwatan – el mirador dels immigrants’
(‘Compatriot – the immigrants’ observer’) on a colorful logo above several images of
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Pakistani men posing with representatives from Barcelona’s political parties that spanned the
gamut: from Left-wing and Social-Democrat to Demo-Christian and Right-wing.

Suddenly, one of these men greeted me in Spanish and introduced himself as Khurshid while
shaking hands with me. He looked like he was in his fifties, had a well-trimmed black beard,
and wore a greyish suit with a light-colored shirt and no tie. Setting the newspapers back on
the desk, I introduced myself and told him that I was interested in Raval and its residents,
including Bangladeshis and Pakistanis like him, as well as the spaces that they frequented and
their everyday stories. With visible self-assuredness, he suggested that he was an expert on
these issues, and that we should go for a walk if I was free.

It felt like this was my lucky day. We passed by the other promotional stands, arrived at the
top of the boulevard, made a left through Riera Alta Street, and passed by one of the legal
consultation offices where he worked. The golden plate on the side of the entrance showed
several names written in Urdu, miniatures of the Quran, two feathers, and Justitia holding a
beam scale. Looking through the window, he pointed to a desk full of folders and papers
where he usually spent hours upon hours helping his countrymen process residence and work
permits.

Khurshid devoted his life to helping his countrymen through various bureaucratic processes
like obtaining permits since he moved to Raval in 1991. Occasionally, he would go on
holidays to Gujranwala—his hometown in the Pakistani Punjab—perhaps every other year.
Of course, everyone wanted to go on holidays, but dedicated to the well-being of his
countrymen in the neighborhood like he was, he thought that skipping vacation was fine.
Immersed in our conversation, we arrived at the corner of Riera Alta and Erasme de Janer
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Street, where we made a left, and continued walking for a few more meters. We stopped right
in front of the number 11.

*

*

*

Khurshid pointed to several broad, wide-open, double-leaf doors with a signboard overhead
that displayed, ‘Centre Cultural Islàmic Camí de la Pau – ’منہاج اسالمک سنٹر بارسلونا, in large
red and blue letters on a green background. The reference to Camí de la Pau (‘Path of Peace’)
appeared to be missing from the inscription in Urdu, which simply referred to Minhaj ulQuran (‘Path of the Quran’)—the organization supporting the space. In Khurshid’s opinion,
understanding the message rather than providing a literal translation was what was most
important.

Figure 20. Minhaj ul-Quran mosque on Erasme de Janer Street
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We turned toward the doors on the left and stood at the threshold of the building. Khurshid
pointed to several framed images of Muhammad Tahir ul-Qadri and explained that he was the
major Shaykh of Pakistani Islam, the ultimate Doctor of the Quran, and the hadith among
countrymen. Moreover, right next to these images were several showcases packed with red
and white shami caps, white topis, books, DVDs, CDs, and even VHS tapes and audio
cassettes. Khurshid suggested that they were, ‘quite old but the content was not outdated. ‘If
you have devices to play them, you will definitely learn a lot from them.’

Countrymen, residents from the neighborhood, and even interested pedestrians or
anthropologists like me could purchase what he referred to as indispensable works elaborated
upon by Muhammad Tahir ul-Qadri and his disciples. Of course, I was interested in
scrutinizing such works, especially the videos—even the VHS tapes and cassettes. I told
Khurshid that I would purchase some of the materials if he would recommend some for me.
He replied, ‘you should definitely get yourself some, they cost only four or five euros each,
even less in the case of the older ones.’

We turned to the doors at our right, and Khurshid pointed to the photocopied paper posted on
the glass that stated when the daily prayers were performed from dawn (salat al-fajr or fajr
namaz) and into the evening (salat al-isha or isha namaz). Someone had highlighted in
yellow the bottom of the paper, which requested respect for those inside, but also welcomed
visitors in both Urdu and Spanish text. Khurshid mentioned that he would make sure that I
was welcomed too. I knew that new opportunities for my fieldwork had opened up at that
moment.
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Chapter Eight: The Pakistanis
In this chapter, I sit with Khurshid and Arshad, representatives of the mosques
supported by Minhaj ul-Quran and Dawat-e Islami in Raval. Thus, I discuss with
them how these organizations operate in the neighborhood and regard each other
and the Tablighi Jamaat.

Khurshid led me into a corridor where we took off our shoes and observed the scene around
us. On the one hand, it felt very much like Tariq ibn Ziyad with its scent of bleach and soap
mixed with a slight odor of sweat and feet. On the one hand, the scene felt very familiar:
there were several Pakistani men sitting on tiny wooden stools in front of a set of water taps
used for performing ablutions. On the other hand, it felt very different too. For instance,
opposite the water taps were several framed images of Pakistani men—representatives of the
mosque—posing with representatives of Barcelona’s political parties. Furthermore, I heard
occasional shouting and sobs in the background.

A few steps further took us to a space that was about twenty meters wide by thirty meters
long. This scene also felt very much like Tariq ibn Ziyad in some respects, but
simultaneously very different in other ways. On the one hand, there were the slowly spinning
ceiling fans, wooden shelves replete with books, walls painted in white, and the maroon
carpet covering the floor, visibly worn and discolored. On the other hand, there were a few
television screens playing a video. I realized that the video was the source of the occasional
shouting and sobs that I had heard before.
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Crossing the space, we passed several more Pakistani men. Some of them were sitting on the
floor, reclining against the pillars or the walls, and reading books. Others were performing
prayers facing qiblah on the floor. We passed in front of the television screens and Khurshid
pointed at the speakers on the video. He explained that the speakers were representatives of
the mosque and disciples of Muhammad Tahir ul-Qadri. It was now abundantly clear to me
why their bodily and discursive manners resembled his so closely.

We walked to the other end of the space and Khurshid pointed to the mihrab and the minbar
made of plaster and wood, respectively. They were exactly like those that I had seen within
Tariq ibn Ziyad in all but one aspect: they were accompanied by flags of Minhaj ul-Quran.
The flags closely resembled a national flag: horizontal red, white, and green stripes, an open
Quran, two feathers in black and white, and an inscription in black in the middle that read, ‘
ً ‘ – ’ ِل ُك ٍّل ‘ َجعَ ْلنَا ِمن ُك ْم ِش ْر َعةً َو ِم ْن َهـجاTo each among you, we have prescribed a law and a clear path.’0

Khurshid read and translated these words for me with his gaze trained on my field diary and
the pens and pencils that I had with me. He suggested that an anthropologist like me should
write these words down, since he figured they would be of great importance to my story.
‘This is Minhaj ul-Quran’, he said, ‘and here we don’t take the Quran and the hadith lightly
like others do. Others simply read them but don’t understand them. Instead, we learn from
them to make them useful.’ I scribbled all of this down as fast as possible. It seemed that we
had broken the ice.

Following this, he pointed at the shelves next to us, and he started to scrutinize the books
with his index finger. I paid attention to the books as well, looking at them one by one. In
addition to the Quran and the hadith in Arabic and Urdu, there were several Urdu and English
0

Quran, Surah al-Ma’idah (5:48).
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copies of Muhammad Tahir ul-Qadri’s Fatwa on Terrorism and Suicide Bombing, whose
blue, thick spine stood out among all the rest. Khurshid grabbed and opened one of the
copies, sat down on the floor, reclined back against the wall, and encouraged me with a
gesture to do the same the same—which, of course, I did.

*

*

*

Wetting his thumb to turn the pages one by one as if he was searching for something,
Khurshid asked whether I had seen a space like that one, or like the one on Arc del Teatre
Street—just a few minutes walking from there. Teasing him, I responded that several
elements seemed to be in common with Tariq ibn Ziyad—from the water taps to the ceiling
fans. However, telling the truth while simultaneously attempting to please him, I pointed out
several other elements that I noticed that differed greatly from those of Tariq ibn Ziyad: the
television screens showing videos of the representatives of the mosque as well as their bodily
and discursive manners.

Khurshid stopped thumbing through the book at the table of contents, turned to me, and
suggested that the manners were inseparable from the discussion of such contents, precisely
what representatives of the mosque did on the videos. Thus, in a rhetorical way, he asked me
how else would they be able to persuade their countrymen to reject the evils of terrorism and
violence, and by extension, those who participate in such evils without such emotive bodily
and rhetorical expressions? Attempting to please him once more, I responded that I was just
the anthropologist interested in, yet ignorant, of these matters.
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Wetting his thumb, he went back to turning the pages one by one, as if he were searching for
something yet again. He suggested that given the circumstances in both Pakistan and the
neighborhood, occasional shouting and sobbing were perfectly natural and understandable
expressions. While I scribbled as fast as possible, he exclaimed theatrically: ‘for the love of
God and Prophet Muhammad – salla’llahu ‘alayhi wa salam; like I just told you, we don’t
take the Quran and the hadith lightly like others do, so how do you think that the evils of
terrorism and violence make us feel?’

Stopping at the fragments of text highlighted in yellow, Khurshid started to read aloud, and
gestured to encourage me to pay attention:

“The horrendous onslaught of terrorism that has continued unabated for the last
many years has brought the Muslim Umma into disrepute. […] Bracketing Islam
and terrorism together have led only to negative consequences. […] Both the
Muslim Umma, as well as humanity, is heading towards catastrophe.”0

Even though he had not sobbed while reading, Khurshid was visibly upset. He turned to me
and suggested that building upon fragments like these ones, Minhaj ul-Quran constituted the
only formula to overcome the disrepute, suspicions, and rumors stemming from terrorism,
and ultimately prevent the catastrophe alluded to in the passage. In his opinion, it was
through political participation that the organization was the best—and probably the only—
method that could emphasize the values of fellowship and spirituality among Muslims. The
readers may recall that I had heard these values several times during my time in Delhi as well
as while conducting fieldwork in Raval in the past.

0

On pages 25, 27, and 28 of the ‘Summary of the Fatwa.’
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Following this explanation, Khurshid looked me in the eyes, and told me that he had to get
back to work at the office since he probably had a long line of countrymen waiting for him to
work on their documents. However, he also told me that I should stay there sitting and
reflecting on what I had heard and learned that afternoon. Raising my thumb, I thanked him
for his time and insights, and I promised him that I would stay in touch so we could meet
again to have further conversations. ‘Inshallah’, he said right before standing up, putting the
Fatwa back on the shelf, and leaving.

*

*

*

Once more, the differences between research participants like Khurshid, who spent countless
hours working in an office, and me, dedicated to fieldwork, seemed rather evident. As I
mentioned before, these were the differences between those engaged in wage labor like
Khurshid and the privileges of someone like me, dedicated to having conversations and
scribbling notes. Either way, after several phone calls, Khurshid agreed to meet me again one
afternoon in front of the mosque on Arc del Teatre Street. We arrived at exactly the same
time.

Shaking hands while pronouncing the usual protocolary‘assalam alaykum, walaykum
assalam,’ he took me back into a space that was about ten meters wide by ten meters long.
There was a set of the water taps on the side. The space and scene felt very similar to those of
the mosque on Erasme de Janer Street, but this time, few television screens played litanies
and music with subtitles in Urdu. Khurshid pointed to the screens and sang aloud – ‘shah-e
mardan, sher-e yazdaan, quwat-e parvardigaar, la fatah illah Ali’ (‘king of the brave, lion of
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God, strength of God, there is no one like ‘Ali’)—verses that he would subsequently write
down for me.0

We crossed the space to sit on the floor in a corner of the room, and I heard others singing
these verses for themselves too. Khurshid mentioned that in addition to political participation,
performing litanies such as these ones contributed to spread fellowship and spirituality,
especially when performing them with and for others. I had heard that explanation several
times before, including from Khurshid, so I assumed that it was important. However, I was
still unclear as to what it meant, so asked him if he could tell me more about it.

With a certain self-assuredness, he suggested that I had told him the meaning already when I
said to him that I was just an anthropologist interested in, yet ignorant of, the matter. In his
opinion, litanies such as these ones showed love and longing towards spiritual forefathers and
masters as well as towards humanity in general. By performing them with and for others,
their political participation became sincere and gained a certain degree of humanity, at least
among their countrymen and the rest of residents in the neighborhood. ‘It sounds ambitious
but it’s rather simple,’ Khurshid claimed, but how such an equation really worked was still
unclear to me.

He shook his head while releasing a slow sigh, as he sat thinking of a few examples to clear
the matter up for me. He explained that many of those frequenting the mosque supported
local political parties and had friendships with party representatives, something that
contributed to the spread of the message of love and longing. Similarly, he and his Pakistani
These are the first verses of Amir Khusro’s Man Kunto Mawla (‘Whoever accepts me as a master’), a poem
(referred to as manqabat) dedicated to ‘Ali, Prophet Muhammad’s son in law. Along with Chhaap Tilak Sap
Chheeni (‘You have taken away everything from me’)—mentioned in Chapter Six— it is one of the most
popular poems in South Asian Sufism. There are also famous versions of the poem performed by Pakistani
qawwali artists Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan and Javed Bashir.
0
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coworkers—who also supported these political parties—had friendships with countrymen
whom they helped to process work and residence permits. In this way, they also spread a
message of love and longing among those they interacted with, including residents of Raval.
With this explanation he contended that the equation I did not understand was actually rather
simple to understand.

Standing and getting ready to leave, he told me that he had to get back to work and that I
should stay there sitting and thinking of what I had heard and learned that afternoon. He said,
that like political participation, fellowship and spirituality involved good deeds rather than
mere discourse, so he needed to get back to doing good deeds. He ended by saying, ‘don’t
thank me for my time, I can make it if I have to for you. Stay in touch if you need me, or just
come to see me.’ I promised him that I would, when the time came, and I watched him greet
others with a gesture right before leaving space.

*

*

*

Throughout August 2017, I reached out to Arshad—a Pakistani from Gujranwala who moved
to Raval in 1991. I was interested in talking to him, since I had heard in the neighborhood
that he was a regular at Fezan-e Madina—a mosque supported by Dawat-e Islami at number
16 on Cabanes Street. After several phone calls, he agreed to meet me at Fezan-e Madina one
afternoon. We were to meet inside, since the influx of customers at the small grocery store
where he worked nearby was unpredictable, and he preferred that I waited inside until he
arrived. I thought we were off to a pretty good start.
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Figure 21. Fezan-e Madina on Cabanes Street

As soon as I got to the mosque, I saw a signboard with ‘Centro Cultural IslámicoFezan-e
Madina – ’مسجد فيضان المدينة, written in large white and red letters on a black background
above a broad, wide-open, double-leaf door. I peeked inside and I saw a space of about five
meters wide by twenty meters long with the usual elements. This time, a few television
screens were playing litanies and music with subtitles in Urdu. There was also a flag of
Dawat-e Islami, which accompanied the mihrab and the minbar, waving in the background:
green with two vertical, thin stripes on the side, one blue and the other one with a black and
white valance.

I approached the other end of the space, and saw a corridor leading to a parallel nave of the
same dimensions, and reclining against the wall, I sat down on the floor right next to some
shelves. Looking at the books one by one, I saw that in addition to the Quran and the hadith
in Arabic and Urdu, there were several Urdu and English copies of Muhammad Ilyas Qadri’s
2013 Fezan-e Sunnat (‘Blessings of the Sunnah’) whose thick, green spine stood out among
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the rest. As I grabbed one of these copies, I heard someone that pronounced my name, so I
looked up and recognized Arshad: he looked like he was in his fifties, had a long black beard,
and wore a white kurta pajama and a green topi.

Pronouncing the usual, protocolary greetings and shaking hands, he sat right next to me. He
then pointed to the screens and suggested that litanies such as the ones playing made the
space special. After all, where else, if not there, was I going to hear ‘tumhari chamak,
tumhari damak, tumhari jhalak, tumhari mehak’ (‘’your light, your glow, your glimpse, your
scent’)?0 He turned to the copy of Fezan-e Sunnat that I was holding and mentioned that there
were specific ways to read it—even in English. He then reached out to grab a copy off the
shelf for himself.

Opening to one of the first pages, and holding the book with one hand, he pointed to me with
the other. At that point, he started to pronounce the following words as if reciting poetry:

“Ya Allah! Open the doors of knowledge and wisdom for us and have mercy on
us! Oh, the One who is most Honorable and Glorious! […] Bless the Prophet and
the people of the Prophet. Oh, you who have faith, ask for blessings upon them to
grant them peace.”0

He then turned to me and said that just like the litanies playing on the background, he took
these words very seriously, since they sought blessings from God through the Prophet, which
extended to those who pronounced them. In his opinion, these constituted particularly vivid
Verses from Ahmad Riza Khan’s poem Zameen-o-zamaan tumhare liye (‘The time and the earth are for you’),
dedicated to Prophet Muhammad and popular in South Asian Sufism. It is often performed by members and
supporters of organizations such as Dawat-e Islami.
0
On the Foreword to the book, page IV. The Foreword recommends reading aloud this a du’a (supplication)
before reading the book.
0
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examples of fellowship and spirituality which, again, were the values at stake and how they
turned sincere. With the objective of breaking the ice, I asked whether the outcomes and the
benefits of such values extended to me too.

*

*

*

Suddenly, his phone interrupted our conversation: ‘Allahu Akbar, ashadu an la ilaha
illa’Allah, ashadu anna Muhammadan rasul’Allah’ ( ‘God is the Greatest, I bear witness that
there is no God but Allah and that Muhammad is His Prophet’), which announced the time of
salat al-‘asr or ‘asr namaz – the afternoon prayer. Placing his copy of Fezan-e Sunnat to the
side on the floor, Arshad told me to sit there and wait while he stood to join several
countrymen. They were all wearing a green topi like him, and stood right next to each other
in parallel rows, one after the other.

I listened to the imam reciting the prayer in Arabic to mark the steps which now I
remembered with ease and watched how Arshad and his countrymen reproduced them in a
synchronized manner: standing, then bowing and putting their hands on their knees,
murmuring, and then prostrating themselves with their foreheads and hands resting on the
ground, and murmuring once again. These steps, which they repeated for each of four
consecutive rakats (the four phases of the afternoon prayer), became somewhat hypnotic,
completely captivating my attention, so I let myself go with them.

Everyone—myself included—seemed to return from that same hypnotic feeling a few
minutes later and the orderly rows quickly dispersed. Some remained in their place, either
completing further rakats (four more in this case) or stretching their arms and the back.
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Others stood up quickly and walked toward the baskets placed along the walls to deposit their
green topis before leaving the space. Arshad sat back down with me and whispered ‘ya
Allahu Akbar’, as he grabbed his copy of Fezan-e Sunnat from the floor and prepared to
continue our conversation.

Putting his hand on my shoulder, he asked whether I had seen a space like that one, or like
Fezan-e Attar—a space supported by Dawat-e Islami, a few minutes walking from there on
Serra Street. Where else, if not there, was I going to hear litanies and witness the proper
performance of a prayer? Placing my hand on top of my head, I mentioned that some of the
garments and their colors drew my attention. I said I was especially interested in the green
topi and I wondered whether there was a rule within the space that prescribed it, or if it was a
coincidence that everyone opted for it.0

Wetting his thumb to turn the pages one by one, he got to the table of contents. Pointing at
each of the chapters with his index finger, he insisted that there were specific ways to read,
teach, and learn from such contents, which underlined how pursuing good manners when
handling food, cooking, eating and fasting provided blessings. In his opinion, the same the
proper performance of litanies and prayer also involved good manners, including the use of
specific garments and colors, and provided blessings.

He continued to describe why one would read and learn on these issues if not to teach them,
‘as a student planning to become a teacher, you probably understand that.’ He explained that
one wished for others what one wished for himself, and that this is precisely how fellowship
Historically, Dawat-e Islami supporters used green turbans and topis to perform prayers. Within the past few
years, Muhammad Ilyas Qadri allowed members and supporters of the organizations to use other colors. On
another discussion with Arshad, he confessed that rivals of the organization mocked its members and supporters
by referring to them as ‘parrots’ (thuthe). This was one reason why Muhammad Ilyas Qadri allowed other colors
and he himself started to use red, yellow, and white. On these issues, see Razavi Ziae (2017).
0

130

and spirituality becomes sincere. Nodding, I pointed out that others among his countrymen
thought the same thing, but I asked whether there were differences between them. Shaking
his head, he suggested that there were still several things for me to learn. However, his phone
—this time a phone call with a harsh ringtone—stopped our conversation again.

*

*

*

Phone calls and other interruptions made the differences between those engaged in wage
labor like Arshad and my privileged dedication to having conversations and scribbling notes
incredibly transparent. It took me several more phone calls hearing how buys he was until
agreed to meet me for one more afternoon inside Fezan-e Attar—the other space supported
by Dawat-e Islami on Serra Street. Like the first time we met, I arrived punctually—one of
my new virtues acquired through fieldwork—so I entered.

Standing just inside the entrance, I observed a space with the usual elements but significantly
smaller than that of Cabanes Street. This space was about ten meters wide by ten meters long,
and with fewer people: at that moment, there were only a few Pakistani men sitting on the
floor. The audio speakers hanging from the walls played back the voice of a man giving a
speech in Urdu, which through occasional shouting and sobs closely resembled those of
Muhammad Ilyas Qadri. While I sat listening on the floor in a corner of the space, Arshad
showed up. He noted several times how busy he was as he sat down next to me.

Thanking him for his time, I suggested that we resume our conversation. Arshad let out a
slow sigh as he thought in silence for a moment. Then he continued where we left off. In his
opinion, seeking friendships in politics as some of his countrymen did revealed a hunger for
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power. Visibly upset, he then asked whether one should rely on those who had such craving
for power as a means to obtain blessings. If terrorism and violence were a problem, then
politics, corruption, and cronyism in the neighborhood were a problem too—even if they
were usually tolerated.

He went on to provide several examples. Friendships in politics, he said, helped some of his
countrymen to process work and residence permits for other Pakistanis, while reinforcing and
securing their position of power in front of others. This was precisely what he meant by a
hunger for power, which had nothing to do with fellowship and spirituality. The values that
he was committed to—which involved selfless good deeds—were usually unappreciated.
‘Otherwise, why would I be with you now? As a student planning to become a teacher, you
probably understand that too.’

Of course, given the obstacles faced when processing work and residence permits—from the
language of bureaucracy and the bureaucracy itself to the unfriendly administrative officials
and endless waiting—he provided others with insights to overcome these obstacles and
survive in the neighborhood. However, he did this work for countrymen that were also his
customers at the small grocery store where he worked nearby, so in the best-case scenario,
they would purchase one or two more pieces of fruit, perhaps a mango lassi or a kulfi0 once in
a while, but nothing else. Again, the equation was rather easy to understand.

We heard the text tone of his phone several times, and he then suggested ‘I have to deal with
deliveries and some customers, so I have to leave now, but next time inshallah you should

Lassi is a yogurt- and water-based drink, normally with salt and spices. Kulfi is a frozen dessert made by
caramelizing milk and sugar.
0
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also come for a mango lassi or kulfi at the store.’ We then heard several more text tones. With
a gesture, he suggested that I could stay there by myself, so I did for a few more minutes.

*

*

*

Leafing through my diary, I remembered how Ihthiraam had referred with a certain
resentment to those who, in addition to stressing the importance of dialogue and debate,
emphasized fellowship and spirituality to overcome suspicions and rumors surrounding Tariq
ibn Ziyad. Similarly, I remembered how Ihthiraam had referred with similar resentment to
those who, in addition to stressing such values, suggested the need to find other spaces or
even turn to national identities to overcome rumors and suspicions.

Continuing to leaf through my diary, I realized that whether on purpose or not, Arshad
limited the discussion of such spaces and identities to Pakistanis like him, something that his
countryman Khurshid had also done. Similarly, I realized that whether on purpose or not, the
omission of Bangladeshis—who suggested searching for other spaces and that like Ihthiraam
had mentioned, also turned to national identities—seemed quite important. Therefore, to
obtain the complete of this story, I needed to turn my attention towards the Bangladeshis of
Raval.
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Chapter Nine: The Bangladeshis
In this chapter, I discuss the ways in which some Bangladeshis introduce a
national component through organizations such as Darul Hadis Latifiah to oppose
those they identify with the Pakistanis. I also introduce several vignettes from my
stay in Dhaka to provide a background to these issues.

The building I moved to in Raval represented perfectly the complex reality of the
neighborhood. There were several Spanish pensioners on the upper floors who lived there
since ‘the old times’ of the neighborhood. Right next to my completely renovated studio were
several European and American students and young professionals—the kind of people that
Mudassar had referred to as youngsters and hipsters like me. On the floors below, several
Pakistani men shared another studio, and next to them, several Bangladeshi men shared
another one.

Of course, residing in Raval saved me the time that I used to spend commuting from the
suburbs, and like in the case my research participants, helped me to deepen my knowledge of,
and experience in, the neighborhood where I was spending most of my time anyway.
However, residing in a totally renovated studio made the differences between the experiences
of my research participants and mine very visible. This was especially obvious when
considering the Pakistani and Bangladeshi men living in the studios below mine and whose
monthly rent was half of mine.
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Either way, on an afternoon in October 2017, one of the Bangladeshi men knocked on my
door, shook hands with me, and introduced himself in Spanish as Nuruddin. He looked like
he was in his forties and was wearing jeans and a purple shirt. He told me he moved from
Sylhet to Raval in 2004, where he prepared döner kebab and falafel in a nearby shop—food
that after we got to know each other we often shared while having conversations on my
balcony, a spot that provided an excellent perspective of the lively Cera Street below.

This was how, on another afternoon that month, I pointed to the small grocery store in the
building in front of ours. I often purchased food there—mainly spices (or masala), dry fruits,
and dates—and practiced my Urdu with other customers and the Pakistani men that worked
there. In fact, two of these men lived in our building and were standing and chatting outside
the grocery in the street at that very moment, so I also pointed to them.

Nuruddin exclaimed something in Bengali and then switched back to Spanish to say that he
purchased food elsewhere, because he had no interest in helping the businesses of Pakistanis.
In addition, he told me that he had no interest in interacting with them, not even with those
living in our building. The tone and resentment with which he expressed these views led me
to ask him why he felt such hostility and confessed that I had the impression that he did not
like them.

Turning to me, Nuruddin replied in a similar tone and with the same resentment: maybe not
those men, but Pakistanis like them supported terrorism and violence by simply not
condemning them. Interacting with them put him and his countrymen in danger and damaged
his reputation, so he preferred to stay away from them with them. Thus, he suggested that
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there were many things I still needed to learn, so perhaps I could find books to read, or search
online.

*

*

*

Since 1947, the disputes over power in Pakistan—a particularly complex, diverse, and
fragmented ordeal—produced enormous tension between the political elites of the western
and the eastern provinces of the country, separated by thousands of kilometers, language, and
culture. Punjabi officials secured prominent positions within the military while the elites of
the western provinces managed to secure power—first in Karachi and subsequently in
Islamabad—something that produced profound grievances in the eastern provinces.0

In the general elections of 1970, the electorate in the eastern provinces mobilized massively
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman proclaimed himself victorious. However, following the elections,
President Muhammad Yahya Khan obtained the support of the military to stop the formation
of the new government. The resulting unrest among the electorate in the eastern provinces
and the war that followed the unrest during 1971 constitute the subjects of Gary Bass’s
famous book, The Blood Telegram (2013a) which I kept on the shelf in my studio in Raval.

Throughout the book, Bass suggests that numerous works—by historians and anthropologists
among others—have placed national identities and nationalist struggles at the center of the
discussion of this war and the establishment of Bangladesh as an independent country. After
all, the spirit that led to the establishment of Pakistan in 1947 overlooked the particularly

The tensions between West and East Pakistan before 1971 were as complex as the country and stemmed from
language, ideological, political, and cultural differences and disputes between its two halves. For further
information regarding these tensions, see for example Baxter (1997) and van Schendel (2009).
0
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complex, diverse and fragmented reality of the country, an enterprise that became
unsustainable precisely because of the dispute between multiple national identities.

However, Bass also suggests that historians and anthropologists have often failed to
understand how politics that exceed national identities and nationalist struggles were key in
the war of 1971 and for the establishment of Bangladesh. Specifically, he points to the
politics of the Cold War, which I mentioned in earlier chapters, turned South Asia into one of
its major stages and battlefields at that time. Of course, the oriental side of the region was by
no means an exception.

In this regard, Bass explains that the United States used Pakistan’s links with Mao Zedong’s
China to join forces and maintain Soviet diplomacy out of South Asia—after all, it was the
enemy that both the United States and China had in common. In exchange, Pakistan
requested support from the United States in the 1971 war in the eastern provinces, which
given the military aid of a non-aligned India to Bangladeshi rebels (referred to as Mukti
Bahini, literally, ‘freedom fighters’), involved providing weapons for fighting such rebels and
their civilian accomplices.0

This was how, in the name of the unity of the country and of its ummah, the Pakistani
military and the organizations and paramilitary groups they collaborated with—such as the
Jamaat-e Islami and the so-called Razakar—left hundreds of thousands of dead, many others
wounded, and over ten million displaced.0 Throughout the decades that followed, several
coup d’état orchestrated from Pakistan by such organizations and groups threatened the

For further information on the US-Pakistan collaboration and the involvement of India in the war, see Bass
(2013b) and Hayes (2012).
0
For further information on casualties of the war and the genocide, see Jahan (2013) and Schendel (2009).
0
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stability of an independent Bangladesh and kept the ghost of a conspiracy against it alive into
the present.0

*

*

*

Given the relevance of Bangladeshis, and of the episodes mentioned above for my story, I
decided to join my wife on one of her regular work trips to Bangladesh during the monsoon
of 2019, which expanded the boundaries of that story even more. As had happened when
reading Bass’s book and during the time that I spent with my wife in Delhi, the time that we
spent under the rain in Dhaka—a never-ending megalopolis subsumed in a nebula of
pollution and humidity—provided me with particularly valuable insights.

While my wife went to the office every morning, I travelled in cycle and auto rickshaws,
taxis, and buses to visit sites throughout the city. One of the first sites was the University of
Dhaka, spread across High Court Street and Nikhlet Road immediately north of the old city
(referred to as PuranoDhaka) and one of the main stages for the 1971 war.0 Of course, my
scholarly bias led me to search for the department of history, where I found professors
proctoring for students taking exams, and the department of anthropology where I found
framed images of Nirmal Kumal Bose0 and shelves replete with books that welcomed me.

Suddenly, someone in his thirties with a well-trimmed black beard, wearing a t-shirt and
jeans, greeted me in English and asked me what I was looking for. While shaking hands with
The last attempt of coup was planned for January 2012. Bangladesh authorities found out about it in December
2011. For further details on this coup and other conspiracy theories, see Habib (2012) and Tharoor (2012).
0
On the massacres perpetrated on campus and the killings of intellectuals during the war, see Askari (2005) and
Khan (2012).
0
Nirmal Kumal Bose (1901-1972) was an Indian anthropologist of Bengali origin. His work focuses on issues
spanning British colonialism, cast, and social inequality in East and Northeast India in both rural and urban
areas.
0
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him, I introduced myself and told him that I was interested in the 1971 massacres on campus.
It was a rather abrupt way to engage in a conversation, but luckily, it worked. He introduced
himself as Zubayer, a graduate student of anthropology, and invited me for coffee and said he
would share with me what he knew on the matter.

We passed numerous students while walking outside. The walls were covered with political
murals and posters that drew my attention: colorful portrayals of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman
and Sheikh Hasina—his daughter and the current Prime Minister of Bangladesh—right next
to sketches of women and men raising their fists with slogans in Bengali. Passing in front of
them, Zubayer read and translated some into English so I could understand them. The slogans
called for political participation to denounce the enemies of the country, among other things,
through support to political parties and unions.

Figure 22. Political posters at the University of Dhaka
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We stopped at one of the food-stands that we encountered outside and got instant coffee and
small cones of jhalmuri.0 While surrounded by students, Zubayer discussed these slogans in
more detail. The organizations and groups that perpetrated the 1971 massacres on campus
continued to plot and conspire during the decades that followed. For this reason, political
participation to denounce these entities was indispensable. In fact, the attempt of coup d’état
in 2012 proved that the enemies of the country were still pervasive and lurking about decades
later.

Sipping his coffee, Zubayer mentioned that he worked with parties and unions in conjunction
with an international NGO to develop lists of foreign governments—from the United States
to China—that provided Pakistan with weapons that eventually ended up in the hands of
those who continued to machinate and conspire against Bangladesh. It seemed that politics
exceeding nationalist struggles were key to the story at present too, something that in one
way or another, both of us understood. The intrigue, however, did not end there. In fact, with
respect to my story, it was becoming particularly interesting.

*

*

*

When Zubayer referred to organizations and groups, I suspected that he was referring to the
Jamaat-e Islami, widely spread throughout Bangladesh, and to the so-called Razakar, which
over time splintered into a myriad of small units operating sporadically throughout the
country. When I mentioned them, he reaffirmed my suspicions and mentioned that some of
their headquarters were in the Moghbazar district, which was relatively close by local

Jhalmuri is a common Bengali snack made of muri (puffed, dry rice), chanachur (made of flour and dry fruits),
green chili, squeezed lemon, mustard oil, and various spices.
0
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standards. Zubayer suggested, that if I were interested, we could go there by foot. Needless to
say, this sounded like an excellent opportunity to visit more sites.

We walked through the Kazi Nazrul Islam Road, made a right on Mawlana Bhasani Road,
and arrived at one of the main gates of the Ramna Park. Surrounded by the verdant foliage of
trees, we followed several pathways until we stopped for a moment, so Zubayer could look
for directions on his phone. I also looked on mine. Suddenly, I realized that the local
headquarters of the Tablighi Jamaat, referred to as Kakrail markaz, was on the other side of
the park. Thus, I suggested that we might not reach the Moghbazar district, but that there
were other sites worth visiting just a few steps away.

I turned to Zubayer and I began to mention some of the ways in which, in addition to the
Jamaat-e Islami and the Razakar, the Tablighi Jamaat, Minhaj ul-Quran, and Dawat-e Islami,
produced tensions among some Bangladeshis. Specifically, I described what happened in
Raval. However, I said that the links between such organizations and the tensions
surrounding them in the case of Bangladeshis remained rather unclear to me, and that his
insights regarding the Kakrail markaz on the other side of the park would hopefully shed
some light.

In his opinion, together with the Jamaat-e Islami and the so-called Razakar, the Tablighi
Jamaat, Minhaj ul-Quran, and Dawat-e Islami supported violence and even terrorism in the
country through suicide bombings or through the selective killings of members of parties and
unions and even preachers that opposed them. However, they usually did so on the sly and
even organized rallies and campaigns to cover up their intentions. These methods were some
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of the ways they maintained their reputation in the country and managed to go unpunished
while continuing to machinate and conspire against Bangladesh.0

Therefore, even if Zubayer was not familiar with Raval, he suggested that the tensions
between some Bangladeshis and Pakistanis residing there seemed perfectly understandable.
After witnessing terrorism and violence and experiencing their outcomes in their home
country—from regular insecurity and preoccupation to the sorrow that followed the killings
of preachers—Zubayer was convinced that Bangladeshis in Raval just wanted peace of mind,
one of the most precious things in life.

With these words, we heard thunders. The truce between the rain and us had ended. While
seeking shelter, we bumped into the fence of a wide compound, which we followed under the
adjacent trees before making a left. Soaked, I realized that the markaz—made concrete and
metal sheets—was inside the compound. On the other side of the compound was a road but
no shelter for us. At that point, it no longer mattered. There was nobody but us, a few solitary
cycle rickshaws with their riders, and the smell of wet asphalt.

*

*

*

The time I spent with Zubayer revived some of the points I have presented throughout this
dissertation regarding the ways in which, invoking specific organizations, Pakistanis and
Bangladeshis navigated the tensions stemming from the adverse circumstances within their
countries and also in Raval. Specifically, my time with Zubayer provided a reason to revisit
The Tablighi Jamaat is widely present in Bangladesh, see for example Siddiqi (2017) and Sikand (1999).
Despite Minhaj ul-Quran and Dawat-e Islami are Pakistani-based organizations with a strong agenda in Pakistan
and for Pakistanis across the globe, they are both present in Bangladesh and have their headquarters in the
country in Dhaka. For further discussions on the role of Islamic organizations in politics in Bangladesh, see
Hasan (2012) and Riaz (2004).
0
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some of the results from my own investigations during 2017 regarding the ways in which
Bangladeshis navigated such tensions in the neighborhood through Darul Hadis Latifiah
(‘Latifiah’s House of Hadith’).

In addition to opposing the Jamaat-e Islami and the Razakar, one of the objectives of
organizations such as Darul Hadis Latifiah involved an opposition to Minhaj ul-Quran,
Dawat-e Islami, and the Tablighi Jamaat—all of which produced similar threats to
Bangladeshis according to Zubayer. In this regard, one of the particularities of Darul Hadis
Latifiah was that unlike others, it operated especially in Europe, and therefore, by promoting
values, events and practices that in addition to fellowship and spirituality, derived from
Europe.

Scrolling through the website of Darul Hadis Latifah, I obtained several highlights regarding
its history since 1998, when Abdul Latif Chowdhury, popularly known a Saheb Qiblah
Fultoli, gathered some of his disciples within its headquarters in the Bethnal Green
neighborhood of London.0 Among other things, they provided training for the performance of
litanies and music in Bengali, but also stressed a need to respond to racism and islamophobia,
for example, by participating in interreligious dialogues with other religious and nonreligious communities.

As I continued scrolling through the website I found links to many of Saheb Qiblah Fultoli’s
videos that showed a man in his eighties or nineties with a long hoary beard wearing a green,
black, or a white turban depending on the occasion, and a light-colored thawb. In many of the
videos,Qiblah Fultoli quoted the Quran and the hadith in bodily and discursive manners that
For further information on Darul Hadis Latifiah and Saheb Qiblah Fultoli, see Ahmed and Ali (2019) and
Samuel (2012).
0
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felt very familiar. These manners included occasional shouting and sobs in addition to
ordering and even supplicating the hundreds of men sitting on the floor in front of him to
respect everybody regardless of any differences.

Figure 23. Saheb Qiblah Fultoli, caption from a video

Of course, these videos were entirely in Bengali. Apart from the greetings, several phrases of
courtesy, and a few isolated names, toponyms, and words that I had learned from Nuruddin,
this was a language that I did not speak or understand. Fortunately for me, many of the videos
included subtitles in English—albeit the synchronization of subtitles and context was
sometimes poor, but they were obviously a helpful resource for me.

While fast-forwarding the videos and simultaneously scribbling notes on the page I usually
had by my side, I realized that many among the hundreds of men sitting on the floor in front
of the speaker were not Bangladeshis, or at least, did not look South Asian. Many looked
European, perhaps British. Along with the subtitles and the texts summarizing the contents, I
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realized that the that these videos addressed went beyond Bangladeshis and Bengali-speaking
viewers. In that regard, even if for reasons related to my fieldwork, I was an example of such
publics as well.

*

*

*

One afternoon in October 2017, Nuruddin and I agreed to meet in front of the mosque
supported by Darul Hadis Latifiah at number 11 on Aurora Street, a mosque that he and some
of his countrymen frequented. When we met, we pronounced the usual protocolary greetings,
and then looked at the signboard: ‘লতিফিয়াফুলতলীজামেমসজিদবার্সেলোনা – Centro Cultural
Islámico Latifiah Fultoli’, written in large black and white letters on a green background
above a broad, wide-open, double-leaf door.

With a gesture, he drew me inside. Everything looked very familiar—with all the usual
elements in their rightful places—apart from several posters with Bengali text and a few
small, neon lights in green, blue, and magenta decorating the mihrab and the minbar in a
space measuring about ten meters wide by ten meters long. This time, the speakers hanging
from the walls played the voice of a man giving a speech in Bengali, which included the
occasional shouting and sobs that closely resembled those of Saheb Qiblah Fultoli.
Interestingly, the recording also resembled Nuruddin’s voice when he had referred to
Pakistanis while sitting on my balcony.

Nuruddin pointed to the small green, blue, and magenta neon lights decorating the mihrab,
the minbar, and the side through which we entered—made entirely of translucent glass. Thus,
he referred enthusiastically to how special, luminous, and unique the space was. Along with
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the recorded speech playing in the background, these elements helped to produce a good
impression among residents in the neighborhood, something that the shady mosques of
Pakistanis in the surrounding streets lacked and that ultimately helped to produce a good
impression among Bangladeshis like him too.

Figure 24. Latifiah Fultoli on Aurora Street

I scrutinized the details that Nuruddin referred to as he continued to point out some of the
limitations that characterized the space. For instance, insufficient funding prevented the
replacement of the ceiling fans with air conditioners and there was insufficient room for
welcoming more visitors like me. In this situation, the solution was to consider possible
sources of funding to at least replace the ceiling fans and perhaps even install a proper fire
exit, since unfortunately, little could be done with regard to the insufficient room.

Turning to me, Nuruddin also mentioned that like some of his countrymen, he tried to
persuade other Bangladeshis he interacted with—in his case, in the store where he worked
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preparing döner kebab and falafel—to provide small donations in cash to improve the space.
In his experience, pursuing good deeds—for example, informing countrymen when there
were job vacancies in nearby stores— was particularly important when it came to securing
cash donations, which were really the only sources of funding available.

Of course, pursuing good deeds was the duty of those who were in a position to help their
countrymen, and why not, also others. For example, he suggested that through his insights
regarding these issues, he should help with my fieldwork. In jest, I pulled my trouser pockets
inside out to comically show him that I had no cash with me. He responded in turn by making
me promise that the next time we met I should at least bring a few coins with me.

*

*

*

In any case, Nuruddin’s situation—and that of the space he frequented—resembled those of
Khurshid and Arshad who frequented the mosques supported by Minhaj ul-Quran and Dawate Islami, respectively, and perhaps the case of Mudassar and Ihthiraam, who frequented Tariq
ibn Ziyad. All of these examples revealed some of the ways in which Pakistanis and
Bangladeshis spread networks that in addition to helping their countrymen, sought support
for each of their mosques across various environments in the neighborhood such as
workplaces.

Before I turn to these networks, let me refer to one more space, the piece missing on the stage
of my story and that through a series of coincidences provided me with the inroads needed for
addressing such networks. As usual, it was just a matter of making several phone calls and
taking a few more walks through the streets of Raval. Thanks to my fieldwork, I was moving
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through the neighborhood like a fish in the water (‘como pez en el agua’) as the well-known
Spanish saying goes.
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Chapter Ten: The Proselytizers
In the next two chapters, I explore the multiple ways in which research
participants seek support to the mosques they frequent and the mosques behind
them among countrymen across other environments, such as workplaces. I also
discuss how these countrymen respond.

While walking through Riereta Street in December 2017, a signboard on the number 16
rapidly drew my attention: ‘শাহজলালজামেমসজিদ – Centre Cultural de Bangladesh –
Mezquita Shah Jalal Jame’, written in large red and white letters on a green background
above a broad, wide-open, double-leaf door. In addition to the signboard, the proximity of the
mosque it announced in relation to Latifiah Fultoli on Aurora Street was particularly striking.

Figure 25. Mosques in Raval as of August 2020
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Shah Jalal Jame came into being when tensions, suspicions and rumors surrounding Tariq ibn
Ziyad became more prominent in the neighborhood. However, since its establishment, the
support of the so-called Islamic Forum of Europe to Shah Jalal Jame produced new tensions
among the Bangladeshis that frequented it. The reason was that through its headquarters in
the Whitechapel neighborhood of London beginning in 1988, the Islamic Forum of Europe
represented the Jamaat-e Islami among Bangladeshis in the region,0 of course controversial
for those committed to denounce the crimes of the 1971 war.

In this regard, in 2012, the International Crimes Tribunal of Bangladesh launched an
international arrest warrant for Chowdhury Moinuddin—a prominent representative of the
Jamaat-e Islami and the Islamic Forum of Europe accused of several crimes during the 1971
war and that now resided in Britain. Specifically, the Tribunal accused Chowdury Moinuddin
of perpetrating selective killings of intellectuals, professors, and members of parties and
unions at the University of Dhaka and of participating in the massacres on campus.0

However, suspicions over irregularities committed throughout the investigations, and a fear
that the trial would turn into a vindictive settling of scores, prevented British authorities from
arresting and extraditing Chowdhury Moinuddin to Bangladesh. When a judge declared
Chowdhury Moinuddin guilty (in absentia) of eighteen cases of torture and murder and
sentenced him to death by hanging in 2013, British authorities tried to maintain good
diplomatic relations with their Bangladeshi counterparts while reaffirming their position.

Consider, for instance, the statement by the British High Commission in Dhaka released to
the media through Warren Daley, its spokesperson:
For further information on the organization and its Whitechapel headquarters, see Eade and Garbin (2006) and
Eade (1994).
0
For further information on this case, see for example Cammegh (2011) and Chowdhury (2013).
0
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“The UK has made clear its support for Bangladesh’s efforts to bring to justice
those accused of atrocities committed in 1971. We are however opposed to the
application of the death penalty in all circumstances. […] The government will
not order a person’s extradition if he has been sentenced to death.”0

Meanwhile, the European Union—with Germany and France to the fore—referred to this as
an issue between Britain and Bangladesh, or even as an internal issue of the latter, and
therefore, opted to stay neutral in the conflict to prevent further controversy.0 Not
surprisingly, the tensions between those who frequented Shah Jalal Jame in Riereta Street
became unsustainable, and with the support of Darul Hadis Latifiah, some of them
established Latifiah Fultoli—the space that Nuruddin frequented on Aurora Street.

*

*

*

In December 2017, I reached out to Hamdan, a Bangladeshi from Sylhet who moved to Raval
in 2004. I had heard in the neighborhood that Hamdan was a regular at the space on Riereta
Street, and after several phone calls, he agreed to meet me there one afternoon. As soon as I
got there, I entered by myself, and realized that I had developed a set of automatisms for
scrutinizing details—from the posters with Bengali text to the audio speakers hanging from
the walls playing a recorded speech in that language—while finding a spot to patiently wait
for Hamdan to arrive.

Quoted on Al-Mahmood (2013).
On international reactions to the case, especially after the sentence, see for example the news report “It’s
Internal Affair”, published online The Daily Star in January 23, 2013.
0
0
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A steep and narrow wooden staircase separated the space on the ground floor into two wings
of about ten meters wide by ten meters long each. When I started to ascend the staircase,
someone called my name and greeted me in Spanish. Turning to him, I recognized Hamdan.
He looked like he was in his forties, he had a long black beard, and wore jeans and a sweater.
Pronouncing the usual, protocolary greetings and shaking hands with me, he suggested that
we sit on the staircase—a spot that provided an excellent perspective.

Hamdan told me, ‘there’s nothing interesting upstairs, just storage for the space where we
keep stuff like kitchen utensils and paper rolls we sometimes use for the iftars (meals) every
evening of Ramadan and the Eid al-Fitr’ (the festival to break the fast). Pointing around us,
he referred to the elements I scrutinized when I entered, including the speech playing in
Bengali on the speakers. He told me that the speech emphasized, among other things, the
multiple ways for securing the well-being of Bangladeshis in the neighborhood.

I kept scribbling notes in my diary as Hamdan spoke while the tone and the pace of the
recorded speech playing around us drew my attention. Specifically, I realized that the
occasional shouting and sobs I was used to hearing were not there. Even though I did not
understand the language, I could tell that most sentences were short, and that there were short
intervals between them. Thus, I interrupted Hamdan with a gesture and told him that I was
interested in these features. Hamdan remained silent for a few moments as he paid attention
to the recording and then he took a short detour to address my sudden interest.

Pointing around us, he described the limitations that characterized the space, which included
some of the issues I was used to hearing about: insufficient funding to cover the cost of
maintenance and insufficient room for welcoming visitors like me. Hamdan said that these
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were precisely the reasons why the tone and pace of the speech being played were important,
since they the skills to obtain small donations in cash from countrymen, in his case, every
time he repaired their laptops, tablets, and phones. ‘If they pay for these things’, he said,
‘why not provide something more to help a good cause? Don’t you think so?’

Figure 26. Shah Jalal Jame on Riereta Street

Like with Nuruddin, I opted for teasing him a little by showing him the inside of my pockets.
In a similar manner, he scrutinized my pockets as if searching for a few coins and then turned
to feigning disappointment. This sort of dynamic also seemed to be one of the automatisms
that I had developed during fieldwork. Fortunately for me, it seemed to work both for
breaking the ice and for establishing rapport with research participants like Hamdan. Let me
now turn to the networks I referred to towards the end of the previous chapter and that
individuals like Hamdan also contributed to spread.

*

*
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*

One afternoon in December 2017, I prepared my diary as well as the pens and pencils that I
usually used for scribbling notes and got ready to visit Nuruddin at the shop where he worked
preparing döner kebabs and falafels. It was time to witness how research participants like him
interacted with their countrymen. I exited our building, walked through Cera Street, took a
left through Reina Amalia Street, and continued walking straight until I got to the corner with
Parallel Avenue. Standing between a bike rental point for tourists on the left and the Bagdad
strip club on the right, I looked up at the store signboard and entered.

The intense heat of the grills and the strong smell of the big rolls of chicken and lamb
roasting on them enveloped me as I entered the stifling space. Standing next to the counter,
Nuruddin and several other Bangladeshis were having a conversation in Bengali.
Interestingly, one of them was Hamdan, the first of the coincidences that would impact the
course of my story. Sensing my presence, they pronounced the usual, protocolary greetings
and then switched to Spanish to welcome me. I had obviously interrupted their conversation,
but it seemed that they did not mind.

Some looked like they were Nuruddin’s coworkers. They were in their forties, wearing
handkerchiefs tied around their heads, clear plastic gloves, and aprons with the logo and the
name of the store on them tied around their hips. Others, including Hamdan, looked like they
were friends or acquaintances, all of which were wearing jeans and sweaters. Next to them,
there were several hipster-looking youngsters sitting at the few tables that were in the space.
They were having sodas and eating the usual meals served at shops like this one: pita
sandwiches, dürüm wraps, and plates with French fries and salads.
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I opened my diary and prepared to scribble notes. Nuruddin switched to Spanish to introduce
me to his countrymen with visible enthusiasm. He told them that I was the neighbor that he
had mentioned many times, the same one that he had taken to Latifiah Fultoli on Aurora
Street. I could hear Hamdan that murmur something unintelligible while Nuruddin kept
telling his countrymen how important it was to welcome visitors like me into that mosque,
and how much I had learned from my time there. ‘That’s the way it should always be,
shouldn’t it?’—Nuruddin concluded.

Pointing to a small white cylindrical metal container on the counter, Nuruddin exclaimed
something in Bengali and then switched once more to Spanish. He began urging his
countrymen to help deal with the limitations that characterized Latifiah Fultoli, emphasizing
that he had mentioned them so many times before. Hamdan kept murmuring unintelligibly
while Nuruddin turned to the rest of his countrymen to continue urging them to toss some
coins into the metal container. ‘Come on, when was the last time you did? Today you have no
excuse, so don’t be so stingy. Show my neighbor your solidarity and generosity! Don’t make
me beg, please!’

Scrutinizing the pockets of their trousers, several responded in Bengali over the top of each
other. Amidst the commotion, several more hipster-looking youngsters entered the store and
requested some menus to order meals. Nuruddin and his coworkers returned to their tasks
immediately. While scribbling several more notes in my diary, Hamdan turned to me, and
with a certain resentment and annoyance in his tone, mysteriously suggested, ‘his isn’t the
way it works. This isn’t the right way. You can probably imagine why,’ before we went
outside with the rest of the group.
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*

*

*

Once in the street, one of them introduced himself as Ekram, one of Nuruddin’s and
Hamdan’s friends and countrymen. We shook hands and he asked me what brought me there
that afternoon. Smiling, I responded that even if I did not know them well yet, they were my
friends too, and that I was interested in his thoughts regarding the interaction that had just
taken place within the shop. Hamdan and the rest of the group dispersed, but Ekram
mentioned that we could hang out for about an hour, since he needed to go take a shower
before he went back to work.

Walking through Nou de la Rambla Street, Ekram told me that he lived in the neighborhood
and worked in a similar store nearby since 2012. He knew Nuruddin and Hamdan since then
and described them as people prone to help others when necessary. This was one reason why
he would come by sometimes with a few coins for the mosques that they frequented.
Interestingly, Ekram also mentioned that he frequented bothof the mosques. Needless to say,
I found the spontaneity with which he mentioned these issues was striking and asked if he
could elaborate on these issues a little further.

We made a right through Sant Pacià Street while Ekram told me that he could understand my
surprise, but he explained that for those who were not involved in the organizations
supporting mosques, the tensions between these mosques constituted themes of conversation
and sometimes arguments between friends, but they were not impediments to frequenting
them. He suggested that, in the end, the more spaces there were to gather in, the better for
everyone, and insisted that this was the reason why he sometimes helped by donating some
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coins to one or another spaces depending upon the occasion and the way he felt at the time.
Needless to say, this was even more striking given all I had learned up until this point.

Ekram continued to elaborate on the subject and explained that he valued the way in which
people like Nuruddin addressed their countrymen to deal with the limitations that
characterized Latifiah Fultoli on Aurora Street, which he could also attest to. ‘How else will
they cover the expenses? Things are very expensive here and given everything we’ve gone
through in the neighborhood, it’s better for everyone if they cover them.’ Otherwise, in his
opinion, the municipal government could shut the space down any time they wanted to, and if
not the government, ‘who knows’, even the police or some neighbors.

However, not everything he had to say went along these lines. He also noted that the way in
which people like Nuruddin addressed countrymen was sometimes annoying, since Nuruddin
acted as through Latifiah Fultoli was the only space that needed help. ‘They don’t understand
that many of us want other spaces to remain open too, and that we don’t want to get involved
in the war between them.’ Turning to me, he suggested that at least, people like Hamdan did
not ‘make a fuss’, but rather murmured, which was sometimes preferable.

We stopped in front of a small grocery store on Sant Pacià Street, and Ekram suggested that I
wait outside and continue scribbling more notes in my diary while he got some beedies0 from
someone inside. A few seconds later, he showed back up and lit one of them with a match
before resuming our conversation. ‘You know, the most annoying thing is that in the end, I
just want to spend a few coins on these and enjoy them, even if they end up killing me one
day.’ I just nodded, listened, and watched him slowly inhaling and exhaling smoke.
Thin cigarettes wrapped in tendu leaves, typical from South Asia, and very popular among South Asian men
across the globe.
0
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Figure 27. Sant Pacià Street

*

*

*

There was clearly a contrast between the ways in which Nuruddin and Hamdan perceived the
videos and speeches that played in the mosques they frequented in Raval and the ways in
which Ekram perceived their manners when interacting with their countrymen. With this
contrast in mind, I thought of the works of scholars such as Erving Goffman. Specifically, I
thought of Goffman’s famous volume Forms of Talk (1981), a collection of several
independent, yet interrelated, essays on semiotics, communicative processes and situations,
and sociolinguistics.

Throughout this volume, Goffman discusses how speakers resort to a wide range of verbal
and non-verbal forms of communication with the objective of managing the impression that
they produce among their publics—something he refers to as impression management
158

techniques, whether conscious or spontaneous. He meticulously provides numerous and very
detailed examples from specific language registers and varieties to specific onomatopoeic
sounds—which he refers to as cries—and the gestures and facial affects that often accompany
them.

However, observing impression management techniques does not seem sufficient to
understand communicative processes and situations, since in his view:

“The purpose and functions of these displays cannot be caught by the term
‘expression’, but only by closely examining the consequence gestures commonly
have in samples of actual occurrences. […] Conversational moves could then be
seen to introduce or allow affirming moves or countermoves.”0

In this manner, Goffman discusses how publics regard specific forms of communication,
which depending upon the occasion, may or may not match the impression that speakers
intend to produce among them. Therefore, they give rise to a wide range of replies and
responses—either consciously or spontaneously. In his view, this is precisely the case during
face-to-face interactions, which prove particularly conducive for immediate reactions, or in
other words, for immediate replies and responses that often seem variable and unpredictable.

For this reason, Goffman suggests that the outcomes of communicative processes and
situations depend upon the intersubjective and dialogic attributes that characterize them, that
is, upon the negotiations or even the tensions between speakers and their publics. Of course,
for him, this is precisely the case for face-to-face interactions, whose outcomes, just like the
replies and responses that they propitiate, also seem variable and unpredictable. With these
0

On Forms of Talk, pages 3 and 73.
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issues in mind, let me return to the ones that concern me in this chapter as I continue with my
story.

Drawing upon Goffman’s points, the contrast between the ways in which Nuruddin and
Hamdan perceived the videos and speeches played within mosques, and the ways in which
Ekram perceived their manners when interacting with their countrymen, raised several
questions. Specifically, these questions referred to the potential outcomes of proselytizing
outside mosques, or in other words, of the quest for support for these spaces—and by
extension, even if indirectly, to the organizations behind them—across other environments in
the neighborhood.

*

*

*

In December 2017, I met Ekram another afternoon in front of the small grocery store on Sant
Pacià Street where we had stopped to get his beedies the first time we met. Speaking on the
phone, I mentioned that following our conversation, I kept thinking about several issues that I
wanted his insights on. He responded, ‘theek ache, alright, I’ll be there waiting with some
friends. Come whenever works best for you. We’ll see what I can do, but I don’t promise you
anything.’

When I arrived, there were several Bangladeshis standing outside while eating small plates of
chotpoti0 and chatting in Bengali. Watching them eat made me hungry. Surely, they had
gotten that food from the store for just a couple of euros each. In any case, I could not see
Ekram among them, so as had happened many times throughout my fieldwork, I had to wait.
However, only a few seconds later, I saw Ekram through the glass door. He was standing
0

Chotpoti is a popular Bengali snack made of chickpeas, green chili, onion, and spices.

160

inside the store with someone else, and when he saw me, he tossed some coins on the counter
and went outside.

Following the usual, protocolary greetings and a few general references to the weather—too
warm and too dry for that time of the year—I shared with him some of my thoughts regarding
Goffman’s Forms of Talk and the potential outcomes of proselytizing outside mosques.
Specifically, I told that witnessing interactions such as the one within the store where
Nuruddin work and reading such volume raised questions regarding the support to mosques
—and by extension, to the organizations behind them.

Ekram’s thoughts seemed to align with mine, even if like he told me, they were not the
product of reading a book he was not familiar with or had even heard about. Instead, he told
me, it was a matter of simple common sense, since the issues they pointed out were rather
evident. Thus, he told me that things in life were rarely either black or white but rather grey.
While I scribbled notes, he lit one of his beedies and continued speaking in a mysterious yet
paradoxically revelatory way—slowly inhaling and exhaling smoke like he usually did.

In his opinion, the ways in which one felt about things depended upon the ways in which
others made one feel about them in one situation or another—without a doubt, something that
sounded reasonable and as valid as any anthropological thinking I was doing or reading. For
him, this applied to issues as important as religion, politics, and sports, and of course, to
when and how he supported one mosque or another. ‘Don’t tell me that this doesn’t happen to
you, since that’s just not credible. This happens to everybody.’

161

Hearing how Ekram’s honesty uncovered some of my inconsistencies and contradictions, I
felt that the differences between research participants like him and I vanished for the first
time during several years of fieldwork, even if only for a moment. After all, like others
thought long before that happened, ‘the contradictions the mind comes up against, these are
the only realities, the criterion of the real.’0 These words were valid for both research
participants like him and researchers like me.

*

*

*

While Ekram used his phone to text someone, I kept thinking about these issues. If things in
life were rarely either black or white but rather grey, supporting one or another mosque or
organization depending upon how others made him feel about them sounded reasonable and
the ‘criterion of the real’ after all. When he finished texting a few moments later, I shared
with him some of these thoughts, seeking his confirmation, and making sure I had gotten
them right. Ekram responded, ‘This is what I’ve been telling you the whole time. I hope you
understand it. It’s not that complicated, in fact, it’s quite simple.’

Walking through Sant Pacià Street, we got to the corner with Riereta Street and Ekram
pointed to Shah Jalal Jame. Standing in front of the entrance, he told me to wait outside, he
was just going to perform the ‘asr namaz—the afternoon prayer. It would be just a moment
and then we would go to meet Nuruddin at the space on Aurora Street, just a few steps away.
Apparently, he was going to help his friend with some flyers they wanted to distribute among
their countrymen in the neighborhood. ‘You’re most welcome to help us if you want and
have time,’ he said.

0

Simone Weill quoted on Bell (1998:240).
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Chapter Eleven: Further Observations
Let me take a moment to recapitulate before I continue with my story. Throughout this
dissertation, I have provided several vignettes illustrating observations and conversations
with research participants within the mosques that they frequented in Raval. In this manner, I
have referred to the tensions between such settings, and by extension, between the
organizations supporting them,stemming from the turmoil characterizing South Asia, but that
the transformations and circumstances of the neighborhood reproduced at a local level.

Moreover, throughout the previous chapter, I provided several more vignettes illustrating
face-to-face interactions between research participants and some of their countrymen across
other environments in Raval—such as their places of work. In this manner, I referred to the
outcomes of such interactions, which point out that the support to mosques, and by extension,
to the organizations behind them, was rather equivocal, variable, and even unpredictable.
This was particularly the case for Ekram, which involved a turning point for my story.

That being said, while providing vignettes sufficed to point out the tensions between mosques
and organizations within such settings, it seemed insufficient for pursuing a serious
assessment of how equivocal, variable, and unpredictable support was to them across other
environments in the neighborhood. Therefore, what I needed was understanding the case of
Ekram vis à vis others, that is, considering not only the case of Bangladeshis like him, but
also of Pakistanis with the objective of obtaining a certain perspective by establishing
comparisons between them.
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This involved facing the problem of generalizability through qualitative data—one of the
utmost challenges to qualitative research and anthropologists, and one of the challenges that
concerned me the most at that point. In the present case, providing statistical quantification of
how equivocal, variable, and unpredictable support was to mosques and organizations
seemed rather difficult, if not impossible. However, identifying some of the mechanisms that
conditioned such support, and unravelling them by establishing comparisons, seemed
relatively feasible.0

With that purpose, passing and stopping by the workplaces of Pakistani research participants
following the turn of the year proved particularly useful, especially when they did not
respond to phone calls and texts, and I overcame the embarrassment of invading their
everyday duties. After all, I understood that they were usually busy with these duties, which
were obviously much more important, and probably much more urgent for them, than
pleasing the objectives of my fieldwork—regardless of how interested they were in them.

In any case, by passing by and stopping in at their workplaces, I usually told them that I was
wondering whether they wanted to take a break and hang out right there. After all, even in a
Mediterranean paradise such as Barcelona, at that time of the year it was too cold to be
outside. This was how, in addition to my blatant daring and insistence—irrefutable proof of
my privileges—their never-ending patience and selfless generosity were key to fulfill the
objectives of my fieldwork regardless of how interested they were in them.

*

*

*

For detailed discussions on generalization in the social sciences, see Lucas (2003) and Payne and Williams
(2005).
0
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One afternoon in February 2018, I reached Khurshid’s voicemail for the umpteenth time, so
making a right through Sant Climent Street—notorious for its narcopisos0—I crossed Pedró
Square with all its restaurants and terrazas. In a few steps, I got to Riera Alta Street, the
location of one of the legal consultation offices where Khurshid worked. Looking through the
window, I saw him standing there with several Pakistanis next to his desk, stacked full of
folders and papers as usual. Interestingly, one of the men standing with him was Arshad—the
second coincidence that would impact the course of my story.

Inside the office were several framed images featuring the Quran, the Masjid al-Haram of
Mecca, and Pakistanis posing with representatives of Barcelona’s political parties as well as
several wooden shelves replete with Spanish law books, more folders, and numerous papers.
Sensing my presence, Khurshid, Arshad, and the rest interrupted the conversation they were
having in Urdu and pronounced the usual, protocolary greetings. Then switched to Spanish to
tell me how timely my visit was—perhaps the first time.

Some looked like they were Khurshid’s coworkers—in their fifties, wearing greyish suits,
light-colored shirts, and no ties. The rest, including Arshad, looked like they were their
clients, wearing jeans and sweaters, except Arshad, who was wearing a black coat under
which I saw his usual white kurta pajama and green topi. Pointing to a younger man sitting at
the other end of the office, they told me that he needed to take several documents to an area
of the suburbs he was not familiar with. As soon as they saw me, they thought that perhaps I
could tell him how to get there.

Many drug dealers in Raval operate from apartments popularly known as narcopisos. In addition to selling
drugs such as heroin, metamphetamine, and cocaine, narcopisos sometimes provide a space for the consumption
of these drugs. While these settings have existed for a long time, they have drawn the public attention especially
within the past few years. On these issues, see for example Aramayona (2019).
0
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I unlocked my phone to search online for directions, and Khurshid referred to me with visible
pride as the guy he had mentioned many times, the one he had taken to the local mosques of
Minhaj ul-Quran. In a similar manner, Arshad mentioned that he had also taken me to the
local mosques of Dawat-e Islami while Khurshid kept telling the rest of them how important
it was to show people like me the work Minhaj ul-Quran in the neighborhood—‘this is
precisely why this guy is here, because he now understands our efforts, so he will tell others,
and they will come too.’

Witnessing this scene, I got a strong feeling of déjà vu. The feeling got stronger when
Khurshid pointed to the small metal container on his desk. He exclaimed something in Urdu
and switched back to Spanish to request his countrymen to support such efforts. Arshad also
exclaimed while Khurshid turned to the rest to request that they provided donations – ‘I
should not remind you these things every time you come; you should remember them by
yourselves, especially in front of people like this guy; otherwise, what will he think of you.’

I felt that I could foresee the rest of the scene: several responded in Urdu, and amidst the
cacophony of voices, the younger man sitting at the other end of the office stood and told me,
‘You can find directions on our way to the metro; let’s go, they’ll still be here in the evening.’
Scribbling several notes in my diary, I told Arshad—who looked particularly irritated—that I
would visit him another afternoon that month at the small grocery store where he worked,
perhaps for a mango lassi or a kulfi. He nodded, still irritated, even if not with me.

*

*
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*

Once in the street, he introduced himself as Bilal while we shook hands. He told me that he
usually ran errands for offices such as that one, which was how he knew Khurshid, who
worked there often, and Arshad, who happened to be there often too. Like I did before with
Ekram, I mentioned that I was interested in his thoughts regarding the interaction that had just
taken place in the office. Following that, I told him I could only go with him to the nearest
metro in University Square or Catalonia Square, whichever he preferred, but that I could not
go any further on that occasion.

Walking through Riera Alta Street, Bilal referred to Khurshid as smart and prone to solving
legal issues for people like Arshad, who was very knowledgeable with regard to ‘other
issues.’ These were precisely the reasons why Bilal frequented the mosques that Khurshid
and Arshad frequented, and sometimes made small donations to them. The spontaneity with
which he talked about these issues sounded familiar to me; and therefore, seemingly normal
at that point, something that I pointed out to him to then explain to him why.

Making a right through Sant Vicenç Street, Bilal told me that the tensions between such
spaces and the organizations supporting them were relevant for those maintaining them, but
not for those who simply frequented them—they were more concerned with ‘stuff’ such as
sports. These were precisely the reasons why, depending upon the occasion and the way he
felt, he preferred spending the little cash he carried on stuff like, ‘leather balls for cricket,
they’re much better than rubber and tennis balls.’ Needless to say, this sounded familiar too.

For example, he suggested that the way in which Khurshid and Arshad got into discussions
and confronted each other while addressing their countrymen sometimes revealed their
excessive pride and arrogance. Of course, he understood that given the ‘current situation’ of
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the neighborhood, maintaining the spaces they frequented required that kind of pride.
However, Bilal insisted that the arrogance that accompanied it made it sound as if there was
nothing more important than that maintenance. ‘Paying the rent and paying for food is
important too, so is small stuff like leather balls for playing cricket.’

We made a right through Paloma Street while I continued scribbling my notes. Then we
stopped for a moment, and as if he wanted to make sure that I understood his points, Bilal
insisted that Khurshid and Arshad were smart and knowledgeable, but that the way they
sounded was sometimes irritating. ‘Look how they speak. It may be fine with you, but at
times is just irritating.’ I just nodded and listened until we reached number 9 on Paloma
Street. Something drew my attention and I interrupted him.

The signboard behind us—‘Madani Mesquita –  – مدني مسجدCentre Religiós Islàmic’—
announced the entrance to this mosque, where I would find out subsequently, the Tablighi
Jamaat sought the discretion that its operations within Tariq ibn Ziyad had lacked since the
2000s. Pointing to the signboard, Bilal told me ‘I come here when I feel like it. You pray or
you sit, and if you want, you give, and if you don’t want, you don’t give, but they don’t
bother you much.’ Following this, we resumed our walk towards Catalonia Square so Bilal
could take the metro to the suburbs.

*

*

*

Like in the case of Ekram, the ways in which Bilal perceived Khurshid’s and Arshad’s
manners when interacting with countrymen suggested that support to mosques and
organizations outside such settings was rather equivocal, variable, and unpredictable. This
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time, I thought of discussions in the social sciences that, very much along the lines of
Goffman’s Forms of Talk, would help me finish unravelling the mechanisms that conditioned
such support.

In his posthumous book, How to Do Things with Words, John L. Austin (1962) explores
ordinary linguistic and discursive practices and distinguishes between those used for
describing or asserting something, on the one hand, and those used for performing or doing
something, on the other. ‘I promise you’, ‘I order you’, or ‘I beg you’ constitute paradigmatic
examples of those used for performing or doing something, which like Austin suggests are
neither true nor false, but simply felicitous or infelicitous depending upon the success of the
actions that they involve.

That being said, however, in his famous book Limited Inc, Jacques Derrida (1988) suggests
that the analysis of ordinary linguistic and discursive practices used for performing or doing
something does not suffice for understanding the reasons for the success of the actions that
they involve. Very much along the lines of Goffman’s Forms of Talk, Derrida stresses the
importance of understanding such reasons through a metapragmatic analysis, or in other
words, considering the ways in which others regard such practices and actions within a given
context.

Despite his usual verbiage and obscurantism, consider the following quote, surprisingly clear
in that regard:

“To treat context as a factor from which one can abstract for the sake of refining
one’s analysis, is to commit oneself to a description that cannot but miss the very
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contents and object it claims to isolate, for they are intrinsically determined by the
context.”0

In the present case, considering the ways in which Bilal perceived Khurshid’s and Arshad’s
manners when interacting with their countrymen seemed necessary for understanding that
support to mosques and organizations outside such settings was rather equivocal, variable,
and unpredictable. In other words, Bilal’s decision to support a mosque and the organization
behind it was often governed by the immediate feelings invoked by the face-to-face
interactions, something that seemed also valid for Ekram’s case, which I exposed earlier.

Of course, in the present case, the problem of generalizability through qualitative data
persisted, since providing a statistical quantification of how equivocal, variable, and
unpredictable was support to mosques and organizations remained rather difficult, if not
impossible. However, like I also hope I have demonstrated throughout this dissertation, some
of the mechanisms that conditioned such support reproduced across very different cases. Let
me now turn to the end of my story.

*

*

*

During February 2018, I visited Khurshid’s office another afternoon. He was there with
Arshad, Bilal, and several other Pakistanis. They were holding a rather heated conversation,
which was a typical dynamic between them while Bilal sat at the other end of the office in
silence as usual. I greeted them all and Bilal and I went outside, since he needed to take some
documents to a restaurant on Paloma Street—location of Madani Masjid. Bilal was who I
wanted to talk to on that occasion.
0

On Limited Inc, page 60.
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Walking through Riera Alta Street and Sant Vicenç Street, I shared with him some of my
thoughts regarding Austin, Derrida, and Goffman. The normality with which he responded
closely resembled how Ekram had responded before. Bilal also said that the books and
authors were unfamiliar to him and that in fact, he had never heard of any of them. However,
he said that my thoughts sounded about right, since they were simply the product common
sense. We made a right through Paloma Street, passed in front of Madani Masjid, and entered
the building next door, which was old like the rest.

Figure 28. Madani Masjid on Paloma Street

At the end of the narrow corridor, we stopped in front of one of the doors—‘it’s just a
provisional restaurant; they’ll move to a better location; they make the best chicken and
keema parathas.’0 Knocking on the door once, someone opened it, and we stepped inside.
There were several Pakistanis and Bangladeshis in their thirties and forties sitting on plastic
0

Keema parathas are a type of flatbread stuffed with ground meet—normally beef— typical from South Asia.
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chairs. It looked like they were in the middle of a conversation in Urdu while waiting for their
food orders. Bilal left the documents on top of a refrigerator in the corner and suggested that
we sit down next to it on the floor.

From there, we observed one of the Pakistanis to a central position among us. He spoke softly
and slowly and gestured with his hands in a way that matched his speech to accentuate the
meaning of his words. He had a long hoary beard and wore a white turban and black coat
under which I saw a white thawb. He turned to us, smiled, and mentioned how happy he was
to see us there listening with the rest. Even if involuntarily, it seemed that I was going to
become part of the theme of the conversation on that occasion as well.

Keeping his eyes on me, he referred to how important it was to show kindness to others,
whether Pakistanis and Bangladeshis or Spaniards like me. He said that this was something
that made Madani Masjid and the jamaat unique. In his opinion, the circumstances of the
neighborhood had led others to lose their manners, desperately seeking support for their
spaces and organizations while disrespecting each other. Nobody replied.

He then put his hands on the knees, turned his palms up, closed the eyes, and pronounced a
du’a (literally, ‘supplication’) where he mentioned God several times—mixing phrases in
Arabic and Urdu—then murmured several more unintelligible phrases. Everyone else
remained in silence until the du’a concluded and then stood up to prepare to leave—their
food orders had arrived. Bilal and I also stood up and got ready to leave. ‘Next time we’ll get
keema parathas’, he concluded.

*

*
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Walking through Paloma Street, Bilal referred to Madani Masjid and the scene that we had
just witnessed, ‘they don’t bother you much, they just bore you sometimes,’ which he had
mentioned before. This was how, while he spoke, we got to Joaquín Costa Street, where I had
started my fieldwork with Mudassar in 2015. Stopping right there, he suggested that he was
on his way to meet some friends—Pakistanis and Bangladeshis of about our age—to play
cricket on the promenade. He encouraged me to join them. Even though it was cold, it
sounded like a good plan, so I agreed.

Figure 29. Paloma Street
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Chapter Twelve: Conclusions

Let me now recapitulate by returning to some of the debates that I mentioned in the
introduction to this dissertation while referring to some of the findings of my research. In this
manner, I hope to clarify how these debates and findings contribute to an understanding of
some of the functioning mechanisms of human societies and advance the study of Islamic
organizations and the spread of sectarianism across different contexts regardless of the
circumstances.

To begin with, I mentioned that the Chicago School of Sociology discussed the mechanisms
through which human ecologies shape competition within and between communities. In
addition, I explained that in his famous book Naven, Gregory Bateson referred to such
mechanisms as symmetric schismogenesis (‘symmetric creation of separation’) and suggested
that reparatory rites prove critical to bring communities together and prevent their
fragmentation.

In the present case, I also found symmetric schismogenesis—understood as the establishment
of mosques in Raval and the tensions between them and the organizations behind them.
However, rather than reparatory rites, I found that these tensions and the resulting
sectarianism prove critical for the reproduction of the local Muslim community—understood
as the establishment of more mosques in the neighborhood, which in turn, provide niches for
more organizations.

174

In this manner, I mentioned that the Manchester School of Anthropology discussed the
mechanisms through which competition between and within communities turn social conflict
into the engine of social reproduction. In this regard, I explained that in his famous book
Schism and Continuity, Victor Turner referred to such mechanisms as social drama, and
suggested that, despite seeming paradoxical, the rifts within communities are key to their
endurance.

This also seemed relevant in the case of Muslims in Raval, for whom social drama—
understood as the tensions between local mosques and the organizations behind them—was
also key to the endurance of their community in the neighborhood, regardless of how
paradoxical that may sound. Specifically, I showed how these tensions strengthened the
reasons of each of these mosques and organizations to oppose each other, and therefore, how
they constituted their raison d’être.

Moreover, like I hope I have demonstrated throughout several chapters, the assessment of
sectarianism varies depending upon the environments where one focuses. In this regard,
drawing upon Fredrik Barth’s famous introduction to the volume Ethnic Groups and
Boundaries, I explained how mosques secure the boundaries of support to organizations, but
also that these boundaries often dilute outside of these settings.
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In this manner, I referred to Erving Goffman’s Forms of Talk and to the ‘Austin-Derrida’
debate to illustrate that support to mosques and organizations across environments such as
workplaces is often governed by the immediate feelings invoked by face-to-face interactions.
For this reason, I suggested that support to mosques and organizations in this way is largely
variable and unpredictable, something that the cases of Ekram and Bilal—presented in the
last chapters—emphasize.

Finally, I hope I have also demonstrated that considering various environments provides
necessary nuances to the potential outcomes of research—something for which ethnographic
fieldwork is particularly well-suited. I believe this is especially important in the study of
Islam in Europe, which with a few relatively recent exceptions—such as the recent works of
some of my colleagues—has often limited the experiences of Muslims to ‘Islamicallymarked’ spaces such as mosques.

That being said, rather than claiming the singularity and specificity of the present case, I have
written this dissertation with the hope of shedding light on the ways in which the phenomena
that it addresses articulate in other contexts. I am not simply thinking of other contexts across
Europe, but across the rest of the globe—starting with South Asia. With the humility that
imperfect scholarship such as mine requires (is there such a thing as perfect scholarship
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anyway?) and being aware that only time can tell, I hope I succeeded. Let me say why by
pointing to potential fieldwork developments.

*

*

*

The COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 began as I was writing this dissertation in the United
States, where given the restrictions imposed on international flights, I remained for the entire
Spring semester. While I struggled to finish writing the last chapters, my mind was obviously
on my wife in Delhi and on my family, friends, and research participants in Barcelona and
Raval—all of whom I would not see for several more months. Concerned for them, I
followed numerous media sources—especially radio stations and newspapers—with the hope
of hearing good news once and for all.

Even if not necessarily good news, the updates released by several newspapers drew my
attention throughout the months of March, April, and May when the COVID-19 pandemic hit
South Asia and Europe. As had happened during the War on Terror, this news pointed to the
Tablighi Jamaat as a threat to security, even if this time the threat was not necessarily related
to terrorism or radicalization, but one understood in public health terms: the rapid spread of
the virus. Starting with South Asia, let me briefly explain why and how.
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Right before the government of Delhi imposed restrictions on international flights in midMarch, jamaat from across South Asia, Southeast Asia, and Oceania visited the markaz of the
organization in Nizamuddin West to participate in one of the regular meetings it organized
(referred to as ijtima). While the inhabitants of the city were used to these meetings and the
presence of jamaat in this predominately Muslim neighborhood, the rapid spread of the virus
among its residents set off alarms, and in a few hours, the local police put it under total
lockdown.

Accompanying the images of medical personnel and agents wearing masks, protective
glasses, and white personal protection suits were headlines in India’s major newspapers that
read as follows: “Over 1,000 Tablighi Jamaat members infected, account for 30% of all India
cases,” “The story of India’s largest COVID-19 cluster,” or “647 COVID-19 cases reported
across 14 States linked to Tablighi Jamaat: Health Ministry.”0 Thus, the problem was not
simply the need to put a neighborhood under lockdown, but an entire country, something that
happened shortly thereafter and prevented my wife from traveling to the United States to
meet me.

Of course, many criticized the government of Delhi for failing to stop, or even slow, the
crisis. However, amidst the pre-existing anti-Muslim climate in the country, the numbers
0

In this order: Dey (2020), Trivedi (2020), and Shakya (2020).
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mentioned above led many others—including representatives of Hindutva organizations—to
point to the Tablighi Jamaat exclusively. For example, Raj Thackeray stated that rather than
providing members of the organization with treatment, “[they] should be killed by firing
bullets.”0 Following this, the Delhi Minorities Commission published a letter denouncing the
death of several Muslims that were denied treatment at local quarantine centers.0

While things did not get to this level in neighboring Pakistan and Bangladesh, the fear of
contagion spread across national borders. This was how, on their respective websites,
organizations such as Minhaj ul-Quran and Dawat-e Islami referred to the risks of
participating in the activities of the Tablighi Jamaat. In their view, the rapid spread of the
virus in India as well as the cases detected in the Raiwind markaz of Lahore and the Kakrail
markaz of Dhaka proved such risks, and therefore, the irresponsibility of the members of the
organization.0 These were new circumstances, but the ghosts haunting them seemed the same
as always.

*

*

*

Quoted on Bhandari (2020).
See for example Bedi (2020).
0
On the Pakistani case, see for example Siddiqa (2020). On the Bangladeshi case, see for example Talukder and
Bashar (2020).
0
0
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In Europe, the links between discourses on security understood in terms of public health and
Muslims are not new. Consider for instance the ways in which certain media and political
representatives recently referred to Muslims seeking asylum in the region as possible carriers
of diseases, or the ways in which such media and politicians referred to undocumented,
seasonal workers from Muslim countries who fell sick during the COVID-19 pandemic.0 In
this regard, Spain Barcelona and Raval are not an exception,0 and like in South Asia, the
Tablighi Jamaat seemed to be in the eye of the storm. Let me explain why and how in this
case too.

Like I described throughout this dissertation, the longstanding marginalization of Raval gave
rise to numerous reformation projects since the Summer Olympics of 1992 that greatly
transformed the neighborhood, and the new façade made its old remains particularly
problematic. In this context, with the War on Terror, and the resulting suspicions and tensions
in the background, the need to meet security and public health requirements became an
insurmountable obstacle to keeping local mosques with limited funding open.

When the COVID-19 pandemic hit Barcelona and Raval, the municipal government followed
the instructions of the central government and temporarily shut down all types of
infrastructure—which, of course, included local mosques. Amidst the suspicions and tensions
mentioned above, many questioned the capability of these settings to provide the necessary
On the case of refugees from Muslim countries, see for example Culik (2015). On the case of seasonal workers
from Muslim countries during the COVID-19 pandemic, see for example Trilling (2020).
0
For example, see Bocanegra (2020) and González (2020).
0
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security and public health conditions to eventually reopen. Not surprisingly, those who
frequented local mosques—including research participants—engaged in a race to prove
otherwise on various social media profiles.

Scrolling through these profiles, I found numerous posts stressing the importance of
providing hand sanitizer, making the use of surgical masks mandatory, limiting room
capacity, and marking the spots for performing prayers that would maintain appropriate
social distance. According to these posts, these were the protocols that would eventually
allow local mosques to reopen, and not surprisingly, they suggested that mosques where
responsibility was conspicuous by its absence should remain closed.

Speaking on the phone with research participants, I asked them which of the local mosques
should remain closed. At that point, the answer seemed rather obvious: they mentioned those
with which the spaces they frequented rivaled, and interestingly, all of them mentioned Tariq
ibn Ziyad and the Tablighi Jamaat, which continued to operate there. In their view, why
would the municipal government, Muslims, and the rest of residents in the neighborhood trust
spaces and organizations that had never given reasons to trust them.

This was how, like had happened before, the particularities of Raval and of the Muslim
community in the neighborhood turned a global issue into a local one. Even though the
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circumstances were new, the ghosts haunting them were the same as always, and reproduced
preexisting suspicions and tensions between local mosques. The question was whether
suspicions and tensions persisted across other environments in the neighborhood, or like
happened before, dispersed, or even vanished. Drawing upon the findings from my fieldwork,
I felt like I could imagine and anticipate an answer, even though given the lockdown, it
would have to wait.

*

*

*

Meanwhile, I made never-ending calls to embassies, consulates, and airlines and finally
managed to leave the United States and return home to Barcelona in June 2020. The
mandatory, two-week quarantine proved to be a particularly productive time, so I extended it
voluntarily for the rest of the month to finish writing, scribbling notes, typing, and ruminating
while wandering around the apartment that I found for the occasion. For a moment, it felt like
I had no purpose in life other than that.

Late in July, Bilal and I agreed to meet on a cloudy afternoon at the corner between Paloma
Street and Joaquín Costa Street. The usually lively stores, cafés, and bars in the surroundings
were closed and only a small grocery store was open. A South Asian employee stood at the
entrance, looking at me, so I looked back at him too. There were only a few pedestrians
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passing between us—all of them wearing masks—and a municipal street cleaner in their
typical green and yellow uniform emptying the dustbins.

Unlocking my phone to text Bilal, I realized that he had sent me a message a few minutes
earlier: he needed to do something, so was not going to come, ‘I’m sorry, next time for sure
we’ll meet.’ I thought of texting others but opted for walking down the street, passing by the
Rosa de Foc bookstore—closed with the lights off in the inside—and street number 29,
where memories of my fieldwork suddenly came to mind and began to guide my steps. This
was how, crossing Carme Street, I entered the labyrinth of narrow alleys taking me to
Hospital Street, and on the other side of the block, to Sant Rafael Street.

Like the rest of local mosques, Tariq ibn Ziyad remained closed. A few steps away from
there, I got to the Salvador Seguí Square—the plaza del esperpento. On the right side, the
Filmoteca de Catalunya, the restaurants, and the terrazas once full of hipsters were empty.
On the right side, a few pimps and sex workers reclined on the walls of the old buildings and
sat on the edge of the sidewalk seemingly consumed by boredom. Revisiting the memories of
my fieldwork felt strange, especially under these circumstances, and in sites such as this one.

Opposite the square, only the electronics stores of Sant Pau Street were open. A South Asian
employee stood outside each of them, looking at me as if I was the only client that they were
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expecting, and wondering where I was heading to after passing by without entering, as if
there was nowhere else to go under such circumstances. Of course, like the rest of the cafés
and bars in the surroundings, La Llesca was closed, so no chai to drink while I continued
walking. In a few steps I arrived at the Pareshan Rambla—special even when only a few
pedestrians in masks crossed it.

Leaving the Abba Rambla Hotel on the left and the Barceló Raval Hotel on the right, I passed
by the Gato de Botero, the sculpture of the chubby cat that now owned the empty boulevard.
I thought of every evening that I spent with friends sitting on the central sidewalk drinking
cans of beer while Pakistanis and Bangladeshis gathered on the side benches or simply stood
and formed circles to share their everyday concerns. These were memories of fieldwork, of
the stories heard throughout fieldwork, stories that those who made it possible would keep
telling when despite everything, the neighborhood returned to life.
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Figure 30. Pareshan Rambla during fieldwork in 2018
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